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The Final Farewell 


ALL! CALL! CALL! 


For presentations at CHS 2018 convention program 


Members and others who desire to make a presentation at the 2018 Circus Historical 
Society convention are invited to submit a proposal by March 30", 2018 for consideration. 


Presentations will be made on Thursday and Friday, July 19th and 20th, They are to be 
nominally 20 minutes in length, with time allowed afterwards for questions and answers. 
Longer time blocks may be available upon request and demonstrated need. 


Papers that are read, PowerPoint type programs, and other visual-based presentations are 
possible. All required technology to make the presentation, hardware and/or software, 
is to be clearly specified in the proposal. Would-be presenters should also provide an 


abstract of their work. 


Preference will be given to presenters who will submit the text of their presentation for 


publication in the CHS’s journal, Bandwagon. 


All presenters will need to submit the title of their presentation, their formal name and 
title as it is to appear in the program, and a 300 to 400 word biographical sketch no later 
than May 30, 2018. 


Send all proposals and other information to 
Fred Dahlinger, Jr; Convention Program Chair; 451 Roblee Road; Baraboo WI 53193 
or email to circushistoricalsociety@gmail.com. 
Questions will be taken at 608-356-1030 during normal business hours (CST). 
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From the Editor 


In years past, Bandwagon editors supplied our membership 
with wonderfully detailed year end reviews, describing the highs 
and lows of the season. It was a tradition that spoke to the connect 
edness of the past and the present. Through the tireless efforts and 
extraordinary passion of Chris Berry, this issue provides that insight 
on the final season of the two units of The Greatest Show on Earth. 
From the First of May ringmaster visiting the site of the Hartford 
Fire to the circus veteran who recognized the gravity of his perfor 
mance as the last clown on a Ringling show, there is a special thread 
that connects these stories to those of earlier circus history 

Here also you will find contributions from long time CHS 
members Robert Kitchen and Dan Draper. Both of these authors 
have dedicated years to teasing out the briefest of newspaper entries 
in the most obscure of publications in order to trace the history of 
some of the early performers of the American circus. With this en 
try on the early American clown Archie Campbell, Dan Draper will 
have published 44 articles in our journal since 1973. Without the 
efforts of members like these we would not have Bandwagon 

I owe thanks first and foremost to the authors of this issue, par 
ticularly Chris Berry who, in taking on the massive task of docu 
menting the 2017 season, gave me a new respect for this final year of 
The Greatest Show on Earth. Greg Parkinson, with his eye for details, 
1as been of great help in the editing process. Pete Shrake at Circus 
World and Matthew Wittmann at Harvard’s Houghton Library were 
oth wonderfully helpful in securing images for this issue. And a 
special thanks to John and Mardi Wells for their talent and exper 
tise 
his issue is my 19" as editor of Bandwagon. I was privileged to 
yegin my tenure with Stuart Thayer's marvelous study on the history 
of Adam Forepaugh and I am very proud to end it with this issue and 
the chance to work with these authors. I want to thank Fred Pfening 
II for entrusting me with this role, as I firmly believe that without 
the hard work of both he and his father, the journal would not exist 


today. I also owe a great deal of thanks to Deborah Walk and The 





tingling Museum for supporting my efforts and to Fred Dahlinger 
for being a wonderful resource and sounding board. There are many 
others who have been supportive and helpful in countless ways. | 
can't begin to list you all, but please know how grateful I am 


With 2018 Greg Parkinson will take on the role of editor of 








Bandy m. His assistance has been integral to these last two is 
sues. In collaborating for a few months, I have found Greg to be 
wonderfully insightful, thoughtful, and genuinely concerned with 


producing the best possible publication. I know he is going to do a 





wonderful job. 


JLP 
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About the covers 


The intersection of tradition and evolution. To be suc 
cessful, circuses have always had to balance the excitement 
of new and different with the expectations of nostalgia and 
memory. In an age when changes happen so rapidly, this is 
a nearly impossible feat. Talent and diversity have always 
characterized the performers and types of acts on Ringling 
Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Combined Shows. 

To address the diversity of the American population 
and keep up with the times, in 1999 the Feld family intro 
duced the first African American ringmaster, Johnathan 
Lee Iverson, seen on our back cover in a performance of 
Out of This World. Iverson was only 22 years old when he 
first donned the classic top hat. He performed thirteen sea 
sons with The Greatest Show on Earth, performing about 





150 shows each year. It was Iverson, who had already made 
history as a “first,” who was the last ringmaster to close a 
show with the iconic farewell from The Greatest Show on 
Earth 

On December 14, 2016 Feld Entertainment, Inc. an- 
nounced that “Kristen Michelle Wilson [would] join 
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey's Circus Xtreme and 
become the first-ever female ringmaster in the brand’s 146- 
year history.”' The press release heralded Wilson for her 
“talent and enthusiastic energy.’ Wilson, featured on our 
front cover, performed with the circus for the first time on 
January 12, 2017 in Orlando, Florida. Two days later came 
the announcement of the show’s closing. Given the short- 
ened tour schedule, no program was sold with Wilson on 
the cover. Nevertheless, her place in circus history is se 
cured as the first and only female ringmaster of Ringling 
Bros. and Barnum & Bailey. 


Front cover photograph, 
Kristen Michelle Wilson on 
Circus Extreme 


Back cover photograph, 
Johnathan Lee Iverson on 
Out of This World 


Endnotes 


1. Feld Entertainment, Inc 
“Ringling Bros. and Barnum 
& Bailey Announces First 
Ever Female Ringmaster, 
Kristen Michelle Wilson 
Joins The Greatest Show 
on Earth January 12, 2017 
in Orlando, Florida” press 


release, December 14, 2016. 


Left, Fred Bradna, the first 
ringmaster for the Ringling 
Bros. and Barnum & Bailey 
Combined Shows 
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Campbell 
The Circus Clown 


by John Daniel D 


In January of 1951 our family moved to Bethany, West 
Virginia. I had taken a teaching position there in the De 
partment of Chemistry at Bethany College. Little did I re 
alize at that time that there was an interesting 19* Cen 


tury circus connection associated with this small village o 














ig Sebastian. 2. John Robinson, Wm. Ducrow, taken in 1860. 
3. (1. Johny Wilson; 2. Chas. McCarthy; 3. Jas. Campbell; 
4. Jos. Mazzoni; 5. Bob Filkins; 6. “‘Gil’’ Robinson; 7. Geo. M. 
Kelly.) 4. Archie Campbell, John Robinson, Jim Homer. 
5. Hanlon Brothers: William, Thomas, Fred, 1861. 


One page of illustrations in Gil Robinson's Old Wagon Show 
Days contains a rare image of Archie Campbell in the lower 
left corner. 


less than a thousand inhabitants. Sometime later a copy of 
Gil Robinson’s Old Wagon Show Days, published in 1925', 
came to my attention. 

In the book Robinson spoke of Archie Campbell, a fa 
mous clown on the Robinson Show, who was a relative of 
Alexander Campbell, the founder of Bethany College and a 
prominent ecumenical leader in the church. It was related 
that Archie Campbell, when he was about 24 years of age, 
left Bethany, Virginia with the circus after it had pitched its 
tents there in 1854.7 Robinson then gave a fairly accurate 
account of Campbell’s travels with the show. These contin 
ued until 1882 with the exception of the four years which 
Archie spent with the Union forces during the American 
Civil War 

Sometime was required in checking Campbell heritage 
records to determine Archie Campbell’s actual relation 
ship to Alexander Campbell (1788-1866). The task was 
not made any easier by the fact that there were numerous 


persons with the name of Archibald Campbell.’ It has now 





been established that Alexander Campbell’s father, Thomas 
Campbell, had a brother James (Alexander's uncle). James 
had a son, Archibald (Alexander's first cousin), who lived 
in a home in Bethany appropriately named Hibernia.‘ This 
person was identified as Hibernia Archie. He had a son, Ar 
chibald (Alexander's first cousin one generation removed) 
who was the circus clown, known to the family as Circus 
Archie 

Hibernia Archie (1791-1857) was born in Ireland and 
migrated to America in 1836. He settled in Bethany, Vir 
ginia with his family. Circus Archie, one of six children, 
(four daughters and two sons), was born in Ireland on No 
vember 16, 1830 and came to America at the age of six 
It was reputed that this Archibald, the circus personage, 
attended the College of William and Mary and possibly 
graduated from there around 1853. 

There is substantial evidence in the form of newspaper 
advertisements, that Archie was a clown on John Robin 
son's Circus from 1856 through 1861 and again from 1866 
until 18 

As a circus clown he was at various times a colleague of 
other pioneer clowns such as John Lowlow, William Lake, 
James Reynolds, Hiram Marks, A. Aymar, Nat Austin, Wil 
liam Reed, Sam Long, Sam Stickney, Lee Powell, and Pete 


Conklin. Campbell was also contemporary with some no- 





table equestrian performers who appeared on John Rob- 
inson’s Circus with him, namely James Robinson, William 
O'Dell, Mrs. Agnes Lake, Romeo Sebastian, John Wilson, 


Bob Stickney and Frank Robbins. 
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It must be remembered that the style of clowning then 
featured the talking role. There were many witty commen 
taries on current political issues, etc. much in the manner 
of the 20" Century Will Rogers. Campbell was described 
as a “time honored dispenser of wit and humor, a rural hu 
morist and a rural joker and farmer’s almanac of fun.’ He 
was a singing, talking, and acrobatic clown. 

Charles Moore, an acquaintance of Archie, comment 
ed on his personality.* Speaking of Miss Ellen Campbell, he 
said: “She also had a brother named Archibald, who was a 
clown in a circus, and | afterward saw him and talked to 
nim in Lexington, where he was in his clown’s dress and 
make-up in his circus. I soon saw that the clown is not such 
a funny man, except in his special role. He seemed to me to 
ye a sad man, and in thinking of him I have often thought 
that there was more of earnestness than is commonly sup 
posed in what ‘Mr. Merryman’ says when he walks into the 
ring and sitting on the tub on which the elephant stands on 
1is head, says with ennui, ‘Go on with the show. I’ve seen 
it all?” 

Preceding the Civil War, John Robinson's Circus spent 
a portion of each season traveling in the South. The earliest 


known mention of Campbell in show advertising can be 





ound in the March 19, 1856 Edgefield Advertiser published 
in Edgefield, South Carolina. Included among the list of 
“Three Great Clowns for the Robsinson and Elred Circus, 
Campbell shared billing with Sam Long and Alex Rockwell. 


Also part of the show was the elephant Bolivar, and a per 





formance of ceiling walking performed by G. N. Elred.” An 
1860 ad in the Alexandria Gazette similarly found Camp 
bell as part of a triad of clowns on the Robinson and Lake 
show. The ad described him as “Archy Campbell, the Rural 
Joker and Farmer's Almanac of Fun.” 

Serving as a private and a non-commissioned officer 
during the Civil War, Archie again visited many of these 


Southern villages and hamlets. According to Robinson, at 








Zollicoffer (presently Bluff City), a small community in 
Tennessee, Archie, then a sergeant with the Union army, 
helped to set up guns in an area where he remembered the 
circus ring to have been located a few short years before. 
Captured by the Confederates during the Stoneman caval 
ry raid in 1864, Archie was sent to Andersonville Prison. 
Due to his friendly personality, he became a favorite with 
the Confederate officers and was finally exchanged. Almost 
immediately he returned to the circus ring as a clown. 

By March of 1866 Archie Campbell and John Robinson 
were among the performers adv ertised for season opening 


of Thayer & Noyes Circus in Memphis, Tennessee.'* For 


the next thirteen years, Campbell was routinely among the 
clowns listed in advertisements as performing on the John 
Robinson show. In 1876 Archie was made steward and man 
ager of the cookhouse tent on John Robinson's Circus and 
Menagerie, a post he held until his death.'* Following the 
1879 season, there is no mention to be found of Campbell in 
advertising for the Robinson show. His name does not appear 
in the 1879 roster, but returns, listed as the show’s Steward for 
the seasons of 1880, 1881, and 1882. 





When the show played Quincy, Illinois on September 
4, 1878'°, it gave half of its gross receipts to the yellow fever 
victims further south. It arrived from up-river by barge and, 


after setting up, presented the regular free street parade in the 








1. The Robinson Circus was quarantined by Yellow Fever, at 
Vinita; for six weeks they lived in this sleeper—October, 1873. 
2. One of the first billboards ever put up by a circus. Wm. 
Lake's Circus, Macomb, III., 1863. 


Another page of illustrations from Robinson's book shows 
some of notable moments of the era of Campbell's clowning. 
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morning. That year the menagerie, one of the largest ones 
on the road, carried a giant ostrich and a huge rhinoceros. 
After the performances and before the circus left town, the 
elephants were taken down to the Mississippi River for a 
bath. Every employee of the show donated his salary that 
day and $846.85 was raised for the epidemic victims. 
Campbell continued in his capacity as cookhouse man 
ager into the 1882 season. In the spring of that year all per- 
formers and personnel assembled at Cincinnati, Ohio for a 
rehearsal on April 6 and the regular season began two days 
later. During the opening week on the Lincoln Street lot in 
Cincinnati the weather was cold and rainy and there was 
only fair business. During the next two months the show 
steadily moved westward to Colorado, arriving at Colora 


do Springs on June 22. “The advertising crew claimed that 


year a record for having posted a double deck stand of John 


Robinson's posters at the highe 
circus paper, 12,800 feet above 


between Salida and Gunnison. 


st altitude ever reached with 
sea level, in Marshall's Pass 


Business in the new towns 


of the growing west was excellent. In many communities 
capacity crowds and turn aways were common.” 

The show then proceeded through Utah and Nevada 
and into California over Donner’s Pass. Archie had been ill 
with consumption (tuberculosis) since the previous fall. He 


was making the tour with the circus in the belief that the 





climate in California would afford him relief. He had been 
sick and when the show arrived in Redding, California he 
was ina very bad shape. Dr. J. H. Miller was called to exam 
ine him and Archie was told that he could not live. He swore 
and told the doctor that he would not die, that it was not yet 
time for him to die. However, according to the official inter 
ment record, he passed away on Monday, July 31 and was 
buried that very same day in the Redding Cemetery. 

Visiting Redding, California in 1983 with the Carson 
& Barnes Circus, my wife, Rosalie, and I stood there in that 
cemetery and beheld the beautiful view of Mt. Shasta loom 
ing off to the north. 

The burial record as completed in 1882 erroneously 
stated that Archie had been accidentally killed and it also 
stated that his late residence was Redding, California. Of 
course he had come to that city only on the preceding day. 

As an indication of the high regard that his colleagues 
had for him, the following statement was made on the day 
that he died:'* 


This 1879 herald printed by Russell Morgan includes Archie 
Campbell among the “Three Quizzical Cusses” noted at the 
lower right. 
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“The members of Old John Robinson's Circus, 
having met a great loss in the death of their old 
friend, Archy Campbell, have passed the following 
resolutions. 

“Whereas, it have [sic] pleased kind Providence 
to remove from our midst Archy Campbell, whose 
many good qualities will ever be remembered by all, 
and whereas the deceased had been before the pubic 
for many years as clown, and the members of “Old” 
John Robinson's Circus, sensible of their great loss, 
have adopted the following resolutions. 

“Resolved, That Archy Campbell will ever be re 
membered by all the members of the company as a 
true, just, genial and noble man. 

“Resolved, That we will emulated his many vir 
tues, treasure his kind and generous actions and 
cherish his memory. 

“Resolved, That as members of “Old” John Rob- 
inson’s Circus, we will wear the badge of mourning 
for thirty days. 











Resolved, That a copy of these resolutions be 
forwarded to the family of the deceased as an expres 
sion of our sincere sympathy in their deep affliction; 
also that a copy of these resolutions be sent to the 
New York Clipper, the Mercury and the Cincinnati In- 
quirer and the Cincinnati Commercial." 


Eight years later on August 8, 1890” John Robinson's 
Circus again played Redding. Great respect was shown 
to the fallen comrade who had been buried there. At the 


conclusion of the afternoon circus performance, the entire 


show proceedec 


played a dirge, the grave was decorated with flowers 


Again quoting Gil Robinson: “Brave as a lion on the 
battlefield, true to his flag, tender and as constant as a 


woman in his friendships, as devoid of guile as the most 





innocent child, beloved by all, who can say that his life had 


been a mistake.””! [Bw 


Endnotes 


1. Gil Robinson. Old Wagon Show Days. Cincinnati, Ohio: Brockwell 
Company, 1925 
This date cannot be substantiated by newspaper ads because of the 
destruction of the primary references by floods on the Ohio River at 
Wellsburg, West Virginia 
One of the more prominent of these was A. W. Campbell, city news 
paper editor at Wheeling, West Virginia and one of the co-founders of 
the present Wheeling News Intelligencer. He was a nephew of Alex 
ander Campbell and was a leading member among the ten delegates 
from West Virginia to the 1880 Republican nominating convention in 
Chicago that named James A. Garfield the Republican candidate for 


to the burial grounds and while the band 


8 


20 
21 


the presidency 

Hibernia is fully restored and is at present the residence of an official of 
3ethany College 

Due to incomplete records because of losses during the Civil War, it 
cannot be established with certainty that Archie Campbell ever at 
tended the College of William & Mary during the 1850s 

Along with the rosters of performers found in the appendix of Gil 
Robinson's Old Wagon Show Days, a variety of specific circus ads have 
been found that prominently mention “Archy” Campbell as a featured 
clown on the Robinson Show 

Advertisement, Edgefield advertiser, March 19, 1856, (http 
clingamerica.loc.gov/Iccn/sn84026897/1856-03-19/ed-1/seq-3/#dat 
e1=01%2F01%2F1850&index=8&rows=20&searchType=advanced& 
language=&sequence=0&wor 4ds=Archy+Campbell+CIRCUS&pro 
5&sort=relevance&date2=12%2F31%2F1891 &ortext=& 
Archie+Campbell&andtext=circus&dateFil 
terType=range&page=4 accessed 9 Oct 2017) 


chroni 


xdistance 
proxtext=&phrasetext 
Advertisement, Alexandria Gazette, June 14, 1860. (http://chronicling, 
america.loc.gov/Iccn/sn85025007/1860-06-14/ed-1/seq-4/#date1=01% 
2F01%2F1859&sort=date&date2=12%2F31%2F1861&words=CIRCUS 
+Circus+Lake+LAKE+lake+ LAKES+ROBINSON +Robinson&languag 
13&state 
xt=&year=&phrasetext=&andtext=Robinson+Lake+Circus&prox Valu 


e=&sequence=0&lccn=&index &rows=20&ortext=&proxte 


e=&dateFilterType=range&page=15 accesses October 27) 
Advertisement. The Tarboro’ Southerner, September 19, 1867. (http: 
chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/Icen/sn84026522/1867-09-19/ed-1/seq-3 
01%2FO1%2F1850&index 


ed&language=&sequence=0&words 


#datel 10&rows=20&searchType=advanc 
ARCHIE+CAMPBELL+Circus& 

proxdistance=5&date2=12%2F31%2F1891&ortext=&proxtext=&phras 

etext=Archie+Campbell&andtext=circus&dateFilterlype=range&page 
1 accessed 9 Oct 2017) 

New York Clipper, December 5, 1868 

New York Clipper, September 18, 1869. 

New York Clipper, April 8, 1871 

Advertisement, The Sweetwater Forerunner, September 24, 1868. 

(http: 


seq-3, 


chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn97065409/1868-09-24/ed-1 
date] =01%2F01%2F 1850&index=1 &rows=20&searchType=ad 
vanced&language=&sequence=0&words=A RCHIE+CAMPBELL+Cir 
5s & date2=12%2F31%2F 1891 &ortext=&p 
Archie+Campbell&andtext=circus&dateFilterTy 


cus+CIRCUS&proxdistance 
roxtext=&phrasetext 
pe=range&page=1 accessed 9 Oct 2017) 
Charles C. Moore was writing in his book, Behind the Bars, Blue Grass 
Printing Co., Lexington, Kentucky, 1899. Born in 1838, he was a stu 
dent at Bethany College from 1856 until 1858. 

Edgefield Advertiser, March 19, 1856 

Alexandria Gazette, June 14, 1860. 

The Sedalia Weekly Bazoo, August 22, 1882, page 5 (http 


america.loc.gov/lccn/sn90061066/ 1882-08-22 


chronicling 
date1=01% 
2F01%2F1850&index=0&rows=20&searchType=advanced&language 


ed-1/seq 


&sequence=0&words 
xdistance=5 &date2=12%2F31%2F 1891 &ortext=&proxtext=&phrasete 


Archie+Campbell+circu+Circus+circus&pro 


xt=Archie+Campbell&andtext=circus&dateFilterlype=range&page 
accessed 9 Oct 2017) 

Robinson, 173-174 

New York Clipper, March 17, 1866 

Robinson, 231 

Ibid., 231 

Quincy, Illinois Whig of 1878 

Bannerline, August 15, 1953. 

N.Y. Clipper, August 19, 1882, p. 350. 

The published resolutions were sent to the Cincinnati papers because 
the Robinson winter quarters were at Terrace Park, a suburb of Cincin 
nati, Ohio 

New York Clipper, August 30, 1890, p. 387 


Robinson, 174 
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Ue. 


USMOJOK ¢ 


by Robert Kitchen 


In 1852, circus man Spencer Q. Stokes went to England 
and joined a company that was formed by James Hernan 
dez, Eaton Stone and Rufus Welch. With him he brought 
two young lady riders. One was Emma Sampson, who was 
a protégé of Stokes, and would ride under the name of 
Emma Stokes. Stokes would eventually marry this young 
lady and she would produce four daughters for him. The 
other apprentice rider was a young lady with remarkable 
skills who would take Europe by storm. She rode under 
the name of Miss Ella. No other lady rider could duplicate 
the tricks that Miss Ella could perform.' The show toured 
throughout England returning to the Drury Lane Theatre 
in 1853. At this point the show broke up, and Stokes took 
his company to the continent. 

The show played all of the major cities of Europe and 
Miss Ella was an instant success. Princes Frederick and Wil 
iam of Prussia were so impressed with her that they invited 
Stokes to bring his company to Prussia. Berlin was played 
or 90 days under royal patronage and was most successful. 
‘rom there the show moved to Vienna where it played the 
carl Theatre. Ella made her Vienna debut on February 7, 
855 with a 3 month, 51 performance stand. It was there 
that Emperor Franz Joseph saw Ella and praised her perfor 
mance. Patrons returned again and again to see the amaz 
ing Miss Ella perform. Among the many patrons was the 
amous composer Johann Strauss II, composer of the Blue 
Danube Waltz. Like many others, he was immediately en 
thralled with Miss Ella, and with his customary speed wrote 
the Miss Ella Polka just four days after seeing her debut per 





formance. On February 11 he delighted his fans at a ben 





efit concert in the Sofienbad-Saal with his Miss Ella Polka. 
Strauss’ publisher, Carl Haslinger, was aware of something 
that the composer did not know, that Miss Ella, in fact, was 
a man performing as a woman. What led Haslinger to this 
conclusion is unknown as Ella would not be exposed till 
much later. To avoid embarrassment to Strauss, Haslinger 
published the work with an amended title, the Ella Polka.’ 


Stokes and his company left Vienna and moved on to the 





principle cities in Hungary, Poland and Italy.* 
Miss Ella was a hit wherever she performed. She was 
showered with praise and gifts. One such story that Ella 


herself told, was one that involved a diamond ring that was 
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given to her by the crown head of Germany. The ring fit 
rather loosely on her finger and while performing in St. 
Petersburg, Russia, the ring flew off of her finger into the 
tanbark of the ring. After the performance she searched 
frantically for the valuable ring, but to no avail. At a later 
performance she noticed a glint in the tanbark and after the 
show, returned to the spot to find the ring. While in Mos 


cow it was said that a Russian Count fell deeply in love with 





Ella and offered Stokes a large sum if he would introduce 
Ella to him. 

The fact that Ella was a man seemed to be known by 
only a few and the deception remained a secret for the re 
mainder of the tour. While in Italy, King Victor Emmanuel 


saw the circus and became enthralled with Ella. He visited 
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SATURDAY, June 20th, 1857. 


GRAND EOUESTRIAN PERFORMANCES 


ER THE DIRECTION OF 


MISS ELLA. 


Overture, BY THE BAND. 
1. Corde E lastique, Madlle. FL ORA FABIA. 
Clowns, EUGENE and FERDINAND. 
2. Miss EMILY WELLS.--Clown, SWANN, 
3. Clown, EUGENE. 
4. MAN ‘TER BOY---Clown, SWANN. 
5. Madame NEWSOME, Tandem Manege. 
6. Madame SCHAPLIN---Clown, SWANN. 
7. M. H. RUSSELLI and CHILDREN. 
8. Hurdle Act, Wiss BELLA. 


IN INTEREAL OF TEN MINUTES. 

9. Arab Leaps, by TH E COMPANY. 

10. Daughter of the Regiment, Madame SCHAPLIN. 

Ll. M. Hl. RUSSELLI and SON. 

12. Vile de Fer, HENDERSON. 

13. Brunette, introduced by Madame NEWSOME. 

4. kiss ELLA’s Wight through 50 Balloons, and 
.Erial Vault to the Throue of Pame. 


+ THREE GRAND 


MORNING PERFORMANCES! 


Monday, Wednesday, & Saturday, June 22, 24, & 27, at TWO. 


PIT and PROMENADE - ONS SHILLING. 
Galleries, 6d. Second Circle Boxes, Is. Gd. 
Dress Circle, - 2s. Gd. Private Boxes, 10s. 6d. and £1 Ip 
Doors open at Bale P ast Seven, comm at Bight. 


TS PRANC IE, Prnter Catherine Steet, Strand 
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the circus many times and invited 
Ella to his residence. Ella did visit the 
King accompanied by a lady chaper- 
one, who never left her side. When- 
ever Ella was invited to meet a digni- 
tary, it was Stokes’s policy that she be 
accompanied by a lady companion. 
The King presented Ella with a horse 
reported to be a magnificent black 
stallion, but a New York Times article 
in 1861 reported a court case where 
the horse was listed as a dapple gray, 
6 years old, 15 hands high and used 
as a saddle horse. The King presented 
it “to the illustrious lady Zoyara as a 
tribute to her great equestrian skill 
and to her virtue as a lady”. 

3y 1857 Stokes and Ella were 
back in London. Ella rode with W. F. 
Wallett and an American and conti 
nental troupe at the Drury Lane The 
atre. Stokes decided to take his rider 
back to the continent for a farewell 
tour. Ella's apprenticeship with Stokes 


ended during that tour in 1858. Ella 





was thought to be about 18 years 
old at that time. Supposedly, Stokes 
outfitted Ella with horses and all of 
the accouterments to continue the 
act. However Ella’s gender deception 
was exposed while the show was in 
Germany. Many of those who fell in 
love with the lovely Ella were ready 
to take revenge and that might be at 


the point of a sword. Ella and com- 





pany beat a hasty retreat back to Lon- 
don making one last appearance on 
Howe's and Cushing's United States 
Circus. It was at this time that Ella 
signed a contract with James Nixon, 
who was putting together a show to 
take back to the United States. This 


show would play Niblo’s Garden in 


Miss Ella performed a hurdle act and 
a “Flight through 50 Balloons” at 
Drury Lane in June of 1857. 





1859-1860. In the summer of 1860 P. T. Barnum would 
combine the Nixon Circus with Grizzly Adams’ Bear Me- 
nagerie which he had recently acquired. The show played 
mainly in New England in the summer of 1860. Adams was 
the star of the show, but Zoyara was one of the featured 
acts.* 
Who was the young man who could so aptly play the 
role of a young lady and go undetected for so long? Ella 
Zoyara was the creation of retired circus rider and show 
man Spencer Q. Stokes. Stokes gets credit for inventing the 


riding mechanic, a tool that would allow equestrians to de 





velop new tricks without the danger of 


alling and getting 


However, the deception in the States was fairly short lived. 
Zoyara was exposed and the press expressed outrage at the 
deception. Unlike the Europeans who were fooled and were 
ready to take drastic revenge, even at the point of a sword, 
their American counterparts simply melted into the night 
hoping no one would remember their foolishness. 

Sam Omar Kingsley would eventually marry fellow 
rider Sallie Stickney, who performed under the stage name 
of Miss Heloise. A New York Times article in 1861 reported 
that “Miss Ella has since eloped with another Miss (we as 
sume a genuine) to whom he was married a few days since.* 


This marriage would produce three children but would end 


hurt. In 1846 Stokes was with a new show run by Eaton 
Stone, Den Stone and Thomas McCollum called the Great 
Western Circus. The show played along the Mississippi 
River. It was supposedly during that tour that Stokes came 
upon a young lad of six or seven with a pretty face and long 
dark curly hair. The boy’s name was Sam Omar Kingsley 
and he became apprentice to Stokes, a practice common 
at the time. He was also known as Sam, Little Sammy or 
Stokes’ Sammy. The story is that Stokes noticed that a com 
peting circus had a girl rider and was doing better business 
than his show with boy riders. Stokes had used boy rid 
ers dressed as girls in the past with some success. A boy 
rider could do turns that a girl could not do, but what if he 
had a girl rider who could perform the more difficult feats. 
Sam with his pretty face and luxurious hair was to become 
his experiment. Stokes dressed Sam in girls’ clothing and 
surrounded him with female companions. The boy would 
eventually develop all of the mannerisms of the gentler sex 
yet have the strength of a young man. The deception was 
complete. By 1851 young Sam became established as a fe 
male rider performing tricks that no other female could 
uplicate. 

Kingsley rode primarily as Miss Ella while in Europe 
from 1852-1859. The Ella Zoyara name would be used 


nroughout the rider's career in the United States. News 





traveled slowly from Europe to America and Zoyara was 
ole to continue the ruse. Her first appearances in the States 
»rought nearly the same audience reactions that she expe 


rienced in Europe. Patrons flocked to see her perform with 





ne ladies throwing bouquets into the ring. It took little time 
for other shows to produce their own Zoyaras. When Dan 
Rice saw the response he began advertising his own Zoyara. 
His rat sheets would denounce the real Zoyara as a fake and 
his own as the real one. A third Zoyara would appear at 
Frank Rivers’ Melodeon Music Hall. Both Rice and Rivers’ 


Zoyaras were imitations. There was only one real Zoyara. 


in divorce. Sam would later marry a yo 


have one child by her. As Kingsley’s tr 


unger woman and 


ue gender became 


known he gave up the feminine garb and rode as a man 


resurrecting his Ella role only for specia 
benefits for himself. 


Kingsley took a circus to the Far Ea 


occasions, usually 


st in the late 1870s 


and it seems he did ride, at least occasionally, as a woman. 


Kingsley would contract and die of sma 


Ipox while playing 


India. He was only 39 years old. 





Why was Ella able to deceive people for so long? Did 
she really look feminine? Did her riding skills simply over 
whelm her audiences? Richard Hemmings in a New York 
Clipper interview in 1908 said that he performed with Ella 
in 1852 in England and never had the slightest suspicion 
that the performer was not a girl. Hemmings reported that 
Ella had a faultless complexion of the brunette type. Her 
features were perfect and of the most womanly character as 
were her hands and feet. Her hair was of raven blackness, 


hung in luxuriant masses to her waist.° Ella was able to per 





petuate her deception for a long time. It is truly one of the 


most fascinating stories in the history of the circus. Bw 
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Future of Circus 


Business in Doubt 
by Fletcher Smith 


First Published in The New York Clipper, 
December 19, 1917 


It was nearly 250 years ago that British equestrian Philip 
Astley first created the modern circus ring bringing together 
horses, clowns, tightrope walkers and musicians in what we 
now describe as the “modern circus.” In the two-and-a-hal 
centuries since, the circus has weathered wars, depressions, epi- 
demics and the challenge of competing with new entertainment 
options such as motion pictures, radio and television. 

Throughout the rich history of the American circus there 
have been times when the future looked cloudy. That was the 
case in 1938 when the Great Depression forced many long es- 
tablished shows to close forever. It was similar circumstances 
in 1956 when Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey, the Clyde 
Beatty Circus and King Bros. all were forced to end their season 
early. Today we are at another crossroads as stalwart titles such 
as Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey, and Cole Bros. are no 
longer touring. 

A century ago the future of the American circus also was 
in peril. As 1917 came to a close, show owners were uncertain 
of what was ahead. The United States entry into the World War 
in April had created tremendous problems for circuses that de- 
pended on railroads, which were now giving priority to trains 
that were shipping troops and materiel that was essential to 
factories and the Allies “Over There.” The war also was taking a 
toll on manpower as performers and working men were being 
drafted or enlisting in the service 

Fletcher Smith, a correspondent for The New York Clipper 
outlined the concerns facing circuses as 1917 came to a close 
after a particularly difficult season. 


The season just passed has been an eventful one in circus 
history. It has been full of surprises, and more surprises are 
in store ere the blue birds take wing in the spring. What the 
future of the circus will be is problematical. Circus manag- 
ers hope for the best, but the railroad situation is serious and 
it is a question whether circuses will not be classed by the 
Government as non-essentials and the railroads will refuse 
transportation. 


Circus owners are doing nothing at present in fitting up 


Sun Bros. was 
able to move 
south before 
the wartime 
restrictions 
imposed by 
the railroads 
in 1917 and 
stayed in Dixie 
throughout 
the fall and 
early winter. 


Unable to route the circus into the South, Hagenbeck- 
Wallace closed early and returned to West Baden, Indiana. 
However, the season was proclaimed to be a financial 
success. 
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The Greatest 
Show on Earth 
played one-day 
stands across 
ITE the Midwest 
CIAL RM alsa . and Plains 
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states during 

the latter 

part of the 
summer of 
1917. 
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season in 1917 
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for next season. All are waiting for the first of the year, when 
it is expected the railroad magnates will arrive at some deci- 
sion. Circuses have felt the effects of the war this fall, as, for 
the first time in the history of circusdom, all of the roads run 
ning from Washington south refused to haul circus trains. 
Carnivals also suffered, lost time and dates, and, in many 
cases, were obliged to close. 

The few circuses that were lucky enough to get south by 
way of Tennessee made some of the southern territory, and 
were stuck. 

A big sufferer in this respect was Charles Sparks, of the 
Sparks show. One southern railroad refused absolutely to 
haul him north to his winter quarters in Salisbury, N. C., 
nor would it guarantee to move it north in the spring. Hence 
he went to Cincinnati for the winter. The Hagenback-Wal 
lace and the Robinson show both closed early, as they could 
not secure movements in the south. Both, rather than take 
chances in the spring, wintered in the north, the former at 
West Baden and the latter at Peru, Ind 

The La Tena circus was the luckiest of all, as a fortunate 
contract with the Norfolk and Western road made it possible 
for them to get south as far as North Carolina and get back 
to winter quarters at Havre de Grace, Md., without any trou- 
ble. The Ringling and Barnum show, through the fact that 
the Ringlings are railroad owners, had an exception made in 
their case, and the shows made the stands contracted in the 
south. 

The Sun Bros. show went down south early, moved over 
the smaller roads in Georgia, and is still moving down in 
Florida. It will not close till January 5, when they will ship to 
Macon, Ga., as usual. 

It was a prosperous season for all shows, 50 percent bet 
ter than last year, and only two shows closed, against five last 
year. The Cook Bros. show started out early and, with Frank J. 
‘rink ahead, did good business in Pennsylvania. Against his 
wishes and judgment the show invaded the middle west, and 
starved to death. After a hard struggle and assistance from 


ohn F. Stowe, it was finally forced to close. The show went 
pack to Trenton, N. J., and will go out in the spring on wag 
ons. 

The Coup and Lent show closed this season just a little 
ater than it did the year before. It went out backed by non- 


showmen, of no experience; and with an expensive show and 





pad weather it could not keep moving, and gave up the ghost 
in Pennsylvania. 

The real surprise of the season was the come-back of 
Andrew Downie and the La Tena show. Last year it closed 


suddenly and was shipped to winter quarters. Most show- 
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Cumberland, Wed., July 4 


w WAIT FOR US, WE ARE SURELY COMING! Su 


LATENAS 


BIG 3 RING WILD ANIMAL 


THE SHOW, THATS a 





PRESENTS MORE \ 


WILD.ARIMAL ACTS | 
THAN ALL OTHER / 
SHOWS | 


COMBINED. 
Gwe 


FORA 


| REAL SHOW 


iT Costs 


superbly Entertaining Program of Thrilling and Amazing Acts... 


ast Graduates of Equestrianism, Animal Education, Acrobatic Gymnasts, Aerialists, 
Contortionists, Trick Riders, Racing, Wonder Workers and Specialties, 


[he Only Big Responsible Show Coming This Season 
TWO TRAINS OF DOUBLE LENGTH CARS WILL BRING IT TO YOU. 


GRAND FREE /artling Sensational exaerrion 


STREET PAR AD AT 10:30 | immediately Upon Return of Parade to the 


A.M. Show Grounds. 
2 Complete Performances Daily--2}...Special Round Trip Excursions... 
Doors Open at tand7.} ON ALL RAILROADS TO THE 
BIG SHOW. (97/7 


Afternoon and Night. 

Performances ome four tir, 
Andrew Downie operated La Tena’‘s Big 3 Ring Wild Animal Circus 
during World War |. This 1917 newspaper ad made substantial 
use of reverse printing resulting in white images set on black ink 
backgrounds. 


At right, Sells-Floto baggage stock assembled near 
the runs as preparations were made to unload the 
cookhouse wagons and haul them to the circus lot. 
This was a scene repeated day after day throughout 
the 1917 season. A 


men thought that was the end of it. But Downie nev- 
er knows when he is whipped. He got busy, secured 
backing, and the show, with Bert Rutherford picking 
out the good spots, opened up as usual and from the 
start did a wonderful business. Every dollar Downie 
owed was paid before the last of June, and, barring a 
few weeks of bad business in Ohio, the show did not 
have a losing week. Business on the Eastern Shore of 
Maryland, usually a death trail, was immense, the top 
being packed twice daily. He had the Carolinas and 
Virginia to himself, and literally mopped up. Nobody 
grudges him his good luck. 

The Sparks show had a big season, and cleaned 
up in the east, as they had New England practically to 
themselves. They played them as they came, big and 
little. Worcester, Mass., was the only big city in which 
they fell down. The Sun Bros. show beat them to Long 
Island, but they did good business a week behind 
them. The fall business in the south was big, and the 
10w pulled into winter quarters at Carthage, Ohio, 


with a big winner. 


The success of Jess Williard with the Buffalo Bill 





show was a surprise to showmen. After the retirement 
of Edward Arlington, who, however, continued to 
route and railroad contract, it made enough for Wil 

lard to get back his purchase price. 

The Hagenback- Wallace show had bad luck for a 
time, owing to bad weather, and lost four stands in 
one week, commencing at Erie, Pa. The season was 
big for them, however, and with Charles Gollmar at 
the helm, next season great things are expected of it 
another year. 

James Patterson is a bang up carnival man, but 
it takes a circus man to run a circus successfully. He 
bought the Gollmar show, and put it out over its old 
territory, making money in spots and having some bad 
territory. He closed early, and the show is now for sale. 


Right, The Cole Bros. Circus midway in 1917. Note the 
electric lights placed above each pair of side show 
banners. 
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GREATEST THE WORLD 
HAS EVER SEEN 


10 O'CLOCK A.M. 
PRECEDING FIRST EXHIBITION 


Above, most shows continued to feature horse-drawn 
circus street parades in 1917. Right, Sells-Floto had a highly 
successful season, reportedly making the greatest profit in 
the show’s history. 


Legendary hoc wets boxing champion Jess Willard, can be seen in the ring of his Buffalo Bill-Jess Willard Show during 
1917, having just knocked down an opponent. This was the only year his enterprise operated. 
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Ringling Bros. boasted an impressive menagerie in 1917. 


If no one buys it before spring he may send it out again. 

Fred Buchanan makes money every season with the 
Yankee Robinson show; and this was his banner season. He 
digs up new territory, is not afraid to railroad his show, and 
doesn't tarry long in bad spots. He is a busy man just now, 
trying to convince the powers that be that circuses should 
be hauled as usual next spring. 

Jerry Mugivan and Bert Bowers did not meet with the 
expected success with the John Robinson title, and it is re- 
ported that the show will be reduced in size for next season. 
Rumor also has it that each man will take out a show of his 
own in the spring. 

The old-timer Gentry show, as usual, drew the children 
and the parents in droves, and Messrs. Newton and Austin 
cleaned up. Their business in the big cities was immense. 

Henry B. Gentry surprised his friends with 
is management of the Sells-Floto show, and it 
was a big winner on the season. In fact, the show 
this season made more money than it ever did 


before. The same is true of Al. G. Barnes, with 
his wild animal show. 

The paradeless Sun Bros. show this season 
ollowed Harry Mann's advice and kept out of 
Michigan, dug up new territory, and it is the big- 


gest season for them in the history of the show. 





t put in two weeks on Long Island, and actually 
turned people away. It also did well in Pennsyl- 
vania. Again this year it has Florida all to itself. 
Contrary to rumors, the show will go out again 
next season. 


Thompkins’ Wild West, on wagons, had 


a good season, and al 
though the show was ad 
vertised for sale, it is stated 
on good authority that it 
will go out as usual in the 
spring. Al. F Wheeler was 
in big luck going back to 
wagons and getting down 
into North Carolina to get 
the cream. He could play 
them all, as the railroads 
shut out all the others ex- 





cept Downie, and he did 
not touch the eastern sec- 

tion of the state. 
J. Augustus Jones al- 
ways makes money, and 
his season was no exception. Both the Call Bros. and the 
Cooper Bros. show closed with a big balance to the good. 
If Jones can get his price, he will sell out, but it is a safe 
bet that he will be on the road as usual in the spring. He is 
breaking into the publishing game as a big stockholder in 
an outdoor publication, and if he sees anything in it, it must 

be a good proposition. 

Carnivals all did business, and there was nothing at all 


the matter with the outdoor show business the past season, 





but the railroad bugaboo, and it is to be hoped this will be 
straightened out before spring. If not, most shows will be 
Spellmanized, and either use motor trucks or horses. It’s a 
sure thing the circus managers are not going to lay down 
without a fight, and this country will not do without the 
white tops next summer. BW 


ON ALL SETS 


Imagine the impact of this bold 1917 lithograph preneating railroad 
excursions to the circus. 
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Left, Out of This World program cover The Ringling 


Above, Davis Vassallo, Tatiana Tchalabaeva, and Johnathan 
Lee Iverson Dan Kleintop 


Right top, The Ringling Blue Unit Clowns Fred Serex 


Right bottom Alexander Lacey and Masai Paul Gutheil 


Fred Serex The Simet Troupe 





Fred Serex 





OUT-OF 


From its earliest roots the circus in America evolved 
with the country, shaping the experience for audiences as 
their expectations changed 

Circus lore would have us believe that in about 1825 J 
Purdy Brown was denied a license to hold a circus perfor 
mance ata building in Wilmington, Delaware, so he devised 
a tent that could be used in place of a permanent wooden 
structure. In the 1870s circuses moved from wagons to rails 
and audiences increased exponentially. A second ring was 
added, and then, a decade later, a third. 

In the 20" Century John Ringling North added mecha 


nization to the show, along with Hollywood style chore 
ography, and such unique features as a fearsome gorilla, a 
five year old who played the xylophone, and a singing ring 
master. When it became impossible for The Greatest Show 
on Earth to continue under canvas, the expertise that Irvin 
and Israel Feld had producing large venue concerts gave 
them a powerful role in transitioning the circus to arenas. 

In the 1980s Cirque du Soleil framed a narrative around 


astounding circus acts, changing the way that audiences 





thought of the entertainment. For the new millennium, 


Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey continued evolving its 


THIS 


presentation incorporating new technologies in lighting, 
special effects, and dynamic specialty acts. 

On July 14, 2016 a new production of Ringling Bros 
and Barnum & Bailey premiered at the Staples Center in 
Los Angeles. In addition to being the first new circus to 
be staged since the show retired its elephants on May 
of that year, Out of This World promised a fresh concept 
for Ringling. The new Blue Unit show would incorporate a 
storyline, along with digital mapping technologies as well 
as an ice floor, a performance surface new to the circus. 
Despite all of these innovations, Out of This World was des 
tined to be the final production of this icon of American 
entertainment. 

Alana Feld, Ex 


ecutive Vice President and Producer of the new show, de 


Just prior to the Los Angeles opening, 
scribed it as being unlike any other. “We are taking audi 
ences to outer space, and the technology and devices we 
are using to do that are really innovative and are going to 
be really compelling to audiences, and really deepen that 
relationship the audiences have with the show and the 
performers.” 


While theme-based circuses had been produced by 
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Feld for a number of years, Out of This World followed 
a storyline presented in outer space, placing characters 
played by acrobats, clowns and other performers in an are- 
na staged with a black backdrop along with high-resolution 
LED projections and 3D images of planets and stars. The 
show also featured two large video screens which provid- 
ed recorded content intended to carry the audience from 
scene to scene. 

Out of This World played dates throughout California 
and cities such as Denver and Chicago in the summer and 
fall of 2016, but in late October word came that December 
performances that had been booked in St. Louis and Okla- 
homa City had been cancelled due to “necessary modifica 
tions to the tour schedule.” Tickets that had been purchased 
for those two cities were refunded.’ 

After a December holiday break, the new circus began 
a tour that was scheduled to start in Miami, Florida Janu- 
ary 6, 2017 and close out the year on December 31, 2017 
in Tampa. Included on the original itinerary were stops in 
Las Vegas, Phoenix, Houston, Dallas, San Antonio, Boston, 
Pittsburgh and Detroit.’ None of those cities would see The 
Greatest Show on Earth in 2017, as just nine days into the 
new year of performances, on January 14, an announce 
ment was made that stunned the cast and crew of the show, 
along with circus fans and those who follow entertainment 
and popular culture around the world. The Ringling Bros. 
and Barnum & Bailey Circus would close forever on May 
21, 2017 at the Nassau Coliseum in Uniondale, New York. 

There are many stories associated with the final days 


and performances of The Greatest Show on Earth. What fol 


lows are some of the highlights of the 146 day tour of Out of 


This World during the Season of 2017. 


——_ = 
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The Blue Unit traveled on 56 cars in 2017. 


Jan. 6-15 - Miami, Florida 

(American Airlines Arena) 260 Miles from Tampa 
Quarters — Railroads: CSX, Florida East Coast 
Tickets $18-84 


After the holiday break, the 56 cars of the Blue Unit 
train began the 260 mile trek from the CSX rail yard in 
Tampa to Miami. During the first week of January per- 
formers and crew started arriving, with the promise of a 
new year on the horizon. 

Although some traditionalists were bemoaning the fact 
that ice show performers had been added to the program, 
those with the circus were enthusiastic about the new sea 
son. Lorelei Owens, in her third year with the show was 
excited about the staging. “We have kind of an unlimited 
canvas to play with, and we were really able to explore dif- 
ferent ideas and still have it fit the story.” 

As producer of the show Alana Feld addressed dif- 
ferences between the circus and the Feld ice shows. “We 
wanted to think of the ice in a different way than what we've 
done on Disney on Ice,’ adding “because this is a circus and 
because Ringling Bros. is all about showing the amazing 
and bringing thrills, we wanted the skating to feel more 


thrilling. We actually call it ‘thrill-skating’ You get more 








stunts out of the skating - it’s a little less lyrical and grace 
ful. It’s still beautiful, but it’s a lot more stunt and freestyle 
type skating, which adds a more contemporary nature.” 

But despite the changes in staging and interviews that 
were appearing in the press in early January, the decision to 
close the circus had already been made. On Saturday Janu 
ary 14 a notice was posted that a mandatory meeting for 
all staff would be held at 10:00 p.m. after the third perfor- 
mance of the day.° According to many cast members on 
both shows, rumors had been swirling for months about 
downsizing to one unit or even a possible sale to Disney. 

“Backyard gossip” has long been a part of the close-knit 
circus world, but in the hours after the staff meeting was 
announced the rumors were running at full-speed, fueled 
by texting and social media. Text exchanges between the 
two units such as “A meeting is scheduled at the same time 
in Orlando,’ were met with responses such as “Kenneth is 
in the building” 

For hours the crew and cast speculated on the nature 
of the meeting with both shows giving two more perfor- 
mances that Saturday. Still few suspected the bombshell an- 
nouncement when Kenneth Feld entered a meeting room 
at the American Airlines Center at 10:12 p.m., the exact 
time that daughter Juliette Feld met with the Red Unit staff 
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The scenic elements helped turn arenas into an outer space spectacle for the performance. 
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in Orlando’s Amway Center. Both father and daughter de 
livered essentially the same message. The circus would not 
finish the season. The Red Unit, Circus Xtreme, would close 
May 7 in Providence, Rhode Island and the Blue Unit, Out 
of This World would close two weeks later - on May 21 - in 
Uniondale, New York 

A news release was flashed around the world within 
minutes, reposted by hundreds of Facebook users and re 
layed by text messages and Twitter. The official announce- 
ment blamed the decision on high costs, coupled with a 
decline in ticket sales. According to the news release, those 
two factors made “the circus an unsustainable business for 
the company.” Both Kenneth and Juliette Feld were quoted 


in the release. 


“Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey was the 
original property on which we built Feld Entertain 
ment into a global producer of live entertainment 
over the past 50 years,’ said Kenneth Feld, Chairman 
and CEO of Feld Entertainment. “We are grateful to 
the hundreds of millions of fans who have experi 
enced Ringling Bros. over the years. Between now 
and May, we will give them one last chance to expe 
rience the joy and wonder of Ringling Bros. 

“This was a difficult business decision to make, 
but by ending the circus tours, we will be able to 
concentrate on the other lines of business within 
the Feld Entertainment portfolio, said Juliette Feld, 
Feld Entertainment's Chief Operating Officer. “Now 
that we have made this decision as a company, and 
as a family, we will strive to support our circus per 
formers and crew in making this transition to new 


opportunities,” she added. 


As soon as Kenneth Feld made the announcement in 
Miami, he left the conference room. The seats had been ar 
ranged so the staff was facing the door, and the podium po 
sitioned so that Feld wouldn't have to work his way through 
the scores of performers and crew members who had gath 
ered for the meeting. Other managers started talking to 
the assembled employees, but many of those in the room 
were in shock. “We heard the news but we didn't hear the 
news,’ said veteran performer Tatiana Tchalabaeva. “Our 
ears heard, but our hearts and brains didn't.”® 

Ringmaster Johnathan Lee Iverson said the hand writ- 
ing was on the wall. “I knew it was coming to a close, and 


anyone who didn't wasn't paying attention. Promoters were 





frustrated on how to sell the show, and in my opinion, 


there wasn't the interest there to maintain it, he said, add- 


ing “Ringling Bros. is a weird paradox. The best and worst 
things happened when it became a big corporation. It had 
great funds to put on magnificent shows, pay people well 
and defend itself against animal activists. On the flip side, 
corporate mentality isn’t a creative mentality. It is a dollars 
and cents mentality and when you are creating shows based 
on focus groups the creative spark is lost.”® 

Peggy Williams, a 48-year veteran both as a performer 
and a manager, saw things a bit differently. She said she was 
stunned, learning about it in a text from her brother who 
had seen the announcement on CNN. “In retrospect, if you 
start putting some of the puzzle pieces together you might 
suspect something was in the wind, but the production 
managers were as surprised as anyone.”!” 

Over the next several hours circus fans and speculators 
began buying tickets for the final performances in May, and 
while some rushed to the American Airlines Arena box of 
fice the next day, according to the Miami Herald, “the 11 
a.m. show in Miami attracted a decent crowd, but it was 
hard to ignore the black curtain that obscured the empty 
upper deck. Blocs of empty seats blotted a few lower bowl 


sections.” 


Wages Argott and the final Ringling-Barnum Band 


Jan. 19-21 - Birmingham, Alabama 
(Legacy Arena) 820 Miles — Railroads: Florida East 
Coast, CSX - Tickets $11-26 


Birmingham is the hometown of Wages Argott who 
had been leading the Blue Show band for the past 11 years. 
Although he moved away years ago, playing the same town 
where he saw the show growing up allowed him to recon- 


nect with family and former classmates, and it seemed like 
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all of them were asking him about next steps for him and 
his wife Kelli Karsten, a former clown with the show. 

In an interview following his last trip to his hometown 
Argott reflected on what the closing of the show meant to 
him. “I’m just sad to see this go away,’ he said. “My wife and 
I will be fine, and there is some excitement about determin 
ing where we're going to live. | mean, we've been shopping 
every major city in America for the past six or seven years, 
so it'll be fun to pick one and settle down. But it’s definitely 
sad. I had this outstanding band full of great friends that I 
was leading, I was part of this huge show, my wife was out 
traveling with me — it doesn't get any better than this. This 
was truly my dream job”? 

The educational outreach department from the cir 
cus marketing department did a great job here with a ma 


jor promotion that started December 14 and continued 


- — ia 


od 
ae 


One of the show’s wagons loaded on the train 


through the circus run, promoting reading in exchange for 
circus tickets. Children from the age of 2 to 12 could reg 
ister at 19 Birmingham Public Library branches, and earn 
virtual badges and other awards including circus tickets. 
Meanwhile, the fact that the circus would be ending 
within a matter of months was sinking in for many on the 
show who had received a severance packet which included 
a short letter explaining what was happening, along with 
information on assistance with job training, outplacement 
and other benefits that would be available once the circus 


closed. 


Jan. 26-29 - Columbia, South Carolina 
(Colonial Life Arena) 440 Miles — Railroad: Norfolk 
Southern — Tickets $13-53 


Because of the now historic nature of the tour, local 
news media in every city was chasing the story, providing a 
different type of feature than in previous seasons. Many of 
the news stories focused on the “people” of the circus and 
their future, including a column in Columbia's State news 
paper by Salley McInerney who made a trip to the rail yards 
to see the train, and in doing so made some new friends, 
including Lauren Solomon, who along with Sheilah Tarbell 
and David Schwarz taught 32 children from kindergarten 
to 10" grade. “It’s an honor to have been a part of Ameri 
can history,’ she told the reporter, “and this is American 
History.” 

A footnote to circus history in Columbia. Even after 
leaving the city and coming off the road forever, Ringling 
Bros. and Barnum & Bailey left something behind on the 
University of South Carolina campus - the Elephant Room 
at Carolina Coliseum. 

For generations students from area high schools have 
gathered in the arena’s “Elephant Room” before graduation 
ceremonies, and for years before that, USC students stood 
in long lines to register for classes in the catacomb-like 
basement that also serves as a loading area. 

Most suspected the “Elephant Room” name had some 
connection to the circus elephants, but here is the official 
story of how it got its name, as passed down from former 


coliseum directors to current director Sid Kenyon. 


“In one of the early years of the Carolina Colise- 
um (somewhere around 1970), the outside tempera- 
tures were near the high teens while Ringling Bros. 
circus was here. It was determined that the temper- 
atures were too cold for the elephants to remain in 


their tents in the parking lots behind the building, so 


Bandwagon 





they were brought into the storage (and) staging area 
adjacent to the arena portion of the coliseum. People 


began calling this area the ‘Elephant Room?”'* 


Feb. 1-5 - Charlotte, North Carolina 
(Spectrum Center) 115 Miles — Railroad: Norfolk 
Southern - Tickets $20 and up 


Crowds were now turning out in record numbers, with 
almost every show a sell-out. As Irvin Feld and his market 
ing chief Allen Bloom used to say “the circus is entertain- 
ment for the masses, and not for the classes.” 

The credo was picked up and reported by Charlotte Ob- 
server columnist Theoden Janes as he closed his February 
1, 2017 column titled “This is why you should see Ringling 


Bros. circus, one last time:” 


“T noticed as I waited in line to get in, as I settled 
into my seat, and again as I headed to the exits after 
the lights came up at the end: Ringling Bros. and 
Barnum & Bailey is a remarkably unifying spec- 


tacle. 





“Yes, on Wednesday night at uptown’s Spectrum 
Center, I saw something that I don’t see nearly as 
often as I'd like to in Charlotte: a rich mix of races, 
colors, religions, creeds, sexes, sexual orientations 
and ages — all being entertained under one roof at 
the same time. 

“In what's become a shockingly divisive time 
in our country’s history, losing a piece of popular 
culture that promotes so much wonder and awe 
among such a diverse crowd is a loss for America 


indeed.”'® 


The Charlotte stand offered the unusual opportunity 
for performers from both circuses to get together during 
the season. A number of Blue Unit performers along with 
some of those behind the scenes made the 100 mile drive 
to Greenville, South Carolina where the Red Unit's Circus 
Xtreme was showing. The trip allowed those from both 
shows to socialize and pose for a group photo on the floor 


of Greenville’s Bon Secours Wellness Arena. 


Feb. 9-12 - Raleigh, North Carolina 
(PNC Arena) 174 Miles. - Railroads: CSX, Norfolk 
Southern - Tickets $15-200 


With tickets at a premium, local news media was now 
asking questions about the performance at the box office as 


much as on the arena floor. In an interview with the New 


York Post, Ringmaster Johnathan Lee Iverson compared 
the success of the circus with one of Broadway’s hottest 
properties, “We're suddenly the new Hamilton and it’s very 
exciting!” 

A spokesman for Feld Entertainment reinforced that 
sentiment, although he wouldn't disclose how many tick- 
ets were being sold. Stephen Payne told the Raleigh News- 
Observer that since the January announcement of the final 
shows, “there's been an outpouring of fans” who want to 
see the circus one last time. We're always grateful for the 
support and fans in Raleigh, and the PNC Arena is a great 
venue.” Payne added, “The performers are energized when 
they see a packed house, and everyone's looking forward to 
these performances.”'* 

As for the fans themselves, during the matinee per 
formance on February 10", tweets from the sellout audi- 
ence of nearly 19,000 flashed across a large screen. Some 
of those praised the circus for putting on an exciting show, 
while others mourned its closing. 

“The circus is better than work or school any day!” one 
[witter user wrote, as someone else posted, “Thank you for 


the wonderful year of memories.” 





One Raleigh resident, Diana Swearengin, talked about 
attending her first Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey 
performance in 1946 when she was three years old. Now at 
74 she is heartbroken. As she wiped away tears she told a 


reporter, “It is hard saying goodbye.” 


Feb. 16-20 - Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
(Wells Fargo Center) 441 Miles. - Railroad: CSX 
Tickets $15-118 


2017 marked the 20" year the big show was booked 
into the Wells-Fargo Center, but the neighborhood in 
South Philadelphia has long been a destination for circus 
fans in the City of Brotherly Love. Since 1997 the circus 
had been showing in what then was named the First Union 
Center, and for 30 seasons before that Ringling Bros. and 
Barnum & Bailey made its annual home at the Spectrum, 
located just across the parking lot until it was demolished 
in 2010. This area, now known as the South Philadelphia 
Sports Complex on Broad Street was also the site where 





Cecil B. DeMille captured the setup of the big top during 
filming of his Academy Award-winning film The Greatest 
Show on Earth in 1951. 

The 2017 Philadelphia stand also garnered press from a 
circus promotion that was 24 years in the making. In 1993 


as part of its celebration of the 200" anniversary of the cir- 
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Top left, aerial performer during the 


opening of the performance. 
Fred Serex 


Top right, ice skaters incorporate 
aerial feats into their performance. 
Fred Serex 


Left, Performers style after the 
show’s opening production. 
Fred Serex 


cus in America, Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey of 
fered every American born in 1993 a free ticket that could 
be used at any time during his or her life. 


According to news reports from 1993, “Baby’s First Cir 
cus” was Kenneth Feld’s way of making sure a new genera 
tion of children would enjoy the 200 year old circus tradi- 
tion which began in 1793 in Philadelphia. At the time Feld 
said, “It is my deeply held belief that every child should ex 
perience Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus. And 
we can think of no better way of celebrating two centuries 
of America’s traditional family entertainment favorite than 
to share it with America’s future citizens.” 

Twenty-four years later the chickens came home to 
roost in Philadelphia as Jeanna Padilioni cashed in the 
ticket that her mother was given when Jeanna was born in 
1993. For two decades her mother had held the pass, fi 
nally using it on February 19, 2017 with the knowledge that 
it would be null and void after the circus closed May 21. 
Nearly a quarter of a century after her mother was given the 
ticket, Jeanna went to the circus for free, and just as those 
long-ago promoters had gambled, she took her entire fam 


ily and they paid for their tickets!?! 


Feb. 23-Mar. 3 - Brooklyn, New York 
(Barclay Center) 78 Miles - Railroads: CSX, Long 
Island Railroad - Tickets $15 and up 


The last time Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey 
played New York’s Madison Square Garden was April 4, 
2010 when FUNundrum! finished its run just prior to reno 
vation of the Midtown arena. The big show never returned 
to Manhattan, and since 2013 Brooklyn's Barclay Center 
has been the New York City home for The Greatest Show 
on Earth. 

For nine days and 15 performances the cast of Out of 
This World delivered their curtain call at a state-of-the-art 
arena located less than a mile from where it all started, as it 
was on April 10, 1871 that P. T. Barnum’s Museum, Menag 
erie, Caravan and Hippodrome gave its first performances 
ever near the corner of Fulton Avenue and Hoyt Street in 
downtown Brooklyn, just a short walk from today’s Barclay 
Center. 

Coincidentally, the first performance in 1871 and the 
last in 2017 brought The Greatest Show on Earth to the bor- 
ough for nine days. Barnum’s first tent in 1871 was set up 
for six days at Fulton and Hoyt, followed by one-day of per- 
formances in Greenpoint, and a two day stand in Brook 


lyn’s Williamsburg neighborhood. 


That first season of 1871 Barnum’s circus traveled by 
wagon, so it would be difficult for him to imagine today’s 
congestion that at times paralyzes many of the rail yards in 
he Northeast Corridor. For years the Ringling trains were 
potted at the Sunnyside yards in Queens, however the 
only place in New York where the circus train could now 
remain for days on end was in Uniondale, just a short dis 
tance from where the train would be spotted at the end of 
the 2017 tour. Because of the distance from the train to the 
Barclay Center, charter buses were used again this season 


to transport the cast and crew the 28 miles from the train to 





he arena, a 90-minute trek during times of heavy traffic. 
As with so many performances over the past several 
seasons, the Brooklyn crowds making their way into the 
Barclay Center on Atlantic Avenue had to jostle past pro- 
testers 


some dressed as tigers and elephants ~ with signs 


that read “I wasn’t born to perform - “Freedom matters” 
and “Send the animals to sanctuaries.” 

Reporter Jason Zinoman of the New York Times under 
stood the importance of the circus in popular culture when 
he wrote his review of the show after seeing the opening 


performance, excerpted here: 


“Long before television and radio invaded 
homes, the circus was the national entertainment 
industry, complete with vast marketing campaigns 


and global talent scouts. Imagine the response to 





seeing Disney or McDonald’s go out of business, 
and you get a sense of what someone from a cen 
tury ago would think about Ringling Brothers’ 
closing shop. 

“The company has faded over the decades, 
its grandeur eclipsed and its animal acts seeming 
fusty, but make no mistake: Something irreplace- 
able will be lost when Ringling closes up its tent for 
good - a tradition of inspiring awe that connected 
parent to child, generation to generation. 

“Out of This World, the current show by 
Ringling (led by its creative director, Amy Tin 
kham), is a reminder that nothing on a screen can 
replicate the wonder and urgency of the live circus. 
Keeping up with the times, this uneven production 
has some video and some projections, backing up 
some nonsense story about an evil intergalactic 
queen, a magic telescope and a journey through 
space, but these forgettable elements are second 
ary, mere interruptions to the real matter at hand: 


the acts. 
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“What really distinguishes Ringling Brothers 
are the animal acts. They have long been the bread 
and butter of this circus — one of its most classic 
posters promises “the world’s most terrifying liv- 
ing creature.” And in this show, they were out in 
force: llamas, hopping dogs, a donkey, lions and 
tigers, a kangaroo and a lumbering pig. 


“This menagerie has inspired furious protests, 





including activists outside this show holding pho- 
tos of tigers that read: “Whipped for your enter 
tainment. For those who want their circuses cage 
free, Cirque du Soleil shows that you can offer 
crowd-pleasing spectacle without lions and tigers 
and pigs. 

“When I took my young daughter to see 
Ringling a few years ago, just as my parents had 
done with me, it was the elephant that captivated 
her the most. On the way out, | bought a doll of 
one for her, with the red sign promoting Greatest 
Show on Earth over its trunk. That stuffed toy sat 
near her bed for years, long after she had lost inter 
est in dolls. When I threw it out to make room for 
less childish things, I didn’t expect how furious she 


would get with me. She says she still misses it.” 


Among those on hand for the sold out matinee on Feb 
ruary 25, was Zachary Cloutier who celebrated his ninth 
birthday by attending the show with his parents. While 


eaving the Barclay Center, he was asked by his father what 





1e thought of the circus. His response echoed that of many 


ysudding circus fans. “It was the most fun day of my life!”* 


Mar. 8-12 - Newark, New Jersey 
Prudential Center) 47 Miles — Railroads: Long 
Island Railroad, CSX - Tickets $15-300 


After the final Brooklyn performance March 3, the 





orops, animals, cast and crew made the jump from the rail 
yards in Uniondale, Long Island to Newark, New Jersey. 
The train would be returning to Uniondale in just over two 
months for the final performances in mid-May. 

On Thursday March 9, a special performance was held 
at the Prudential Center for about 200 school children. 
Among those on hand to bid farewell to the show was New 
ark Mayor Ras Baraka, who was very impressed with the 
King Charles unicycle troupe, and their ability to jump rope 
while balancing on one wheel. After seeing them perform 


the mayor quipped, “I can’t even jump without a bike.” 


Tatiana Tchalabaeva as the Intergalactic Space Queen 


As kids were attending special performances such as 
the one given at the Prudential Center, the clock continued 
counting down. The cast and crew were quickly coming to 
the realization that time was running short with only seven 
more cities left on the itinerary. Although she hadn't been 
on the road since visiting the Red Unit in January, long 
time manager Peggy Williams said by this time on tour 
she was playing “mother superior” to many of the younger 
members of the company. “I told them, you don't own your 
job unless you own the company. You trade your talent and 
time for money and that is what working is about.’ She 
added, “there was a lot of consoling, but circus people are 
the most resilient people in the world?” 

Among those demonstrating that resilience was Tati 
ana Tchalabaeva, who first joined the show in 1991 and was 
one of the featured performers in Out of This World. For 
Tatiana the final months were, in her words, “an ocean of 
emotion.” She said she was heartened by the tremendous 
response from the audience and circus fans who were at- 


tending, but was grieving. “You start to realize that it is only 





a few more months and we will be out,” she said. “Then you 
calm yourself down and life goes on, until once again you 


think ‘oh my God. Why? Why?’”? 
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The King Charles Troupe, first featured on the Blue Unit in 
1969. 


After the matinee performance on March 9, 10-year 
old Julissa Beltran of Newark wasn't ready for the show to 
end. Julissa had seen the circus a few years before when the 
elephants were still a part of the show. She knew that the 
show was ending forever, and she missed the elephants. She 
asked “Can we do it again?” Before anyone could respond 
she quickly said, “So if 1 want to see it again I'll have to buy 


some elephants.” 


Mar. 17-19 - Trenton, New Jersey 
(Sun National Bank Center) 51 Miles 
Railroad: CSX — Tickets $15-70 


For Kaseem Alamudeen of the King Charles Troupe, 
playing in Trenton was a bit of a homecoming. He's a Burl 
ington County native, and some of his family was on hand 
for the shows at the Sun National Bank Center. When asked 


he said he had mixed emotions about being in Trenton for 


the last time with the circus. “Y¢ 
that has been so historical for Am 


to be associated with it, and sad 


u're part of this chapter 
erica. I feel very humbled 


pecause it’s coming to an 


end.”3! 
Before Out of This World was framed in the summer of 


2016, Ashley Vargas had worked as a trick rider on horses 





and been a part of the both the Red and Blue Units since 
she was in her teens. When the new show needed ice skat 
ers, Vargas’ ability to figure skate gave her an advantage 
with the new production. While in Trenton she was asked 


about any sadness she might have about the show closing. 


Her response reflected a very positive outlook 
on the experience. “It's kind of bittersweet in a 
way, and super sad, but what's cool is going to 
all these cities and seeing everyone.” She then 
added, “It was a great show even before they 
announced it was ending, and it’s a great show 


to go out with - with a big bang” 


Mar. 23-26 — Richmond, Virginia 
(Richmond Coliseum) 573 Miles - 
X, Norfolk Southern 
Tickets $15 and up 


Railroads: € 


Although it is only a 255 mile drive from 

Philadelphia to Richmond, the circuitous 

train route almost doubled the distance. For 

this stand the two units were showing less 

than 100 miles apart, as the Red Unit was also in Virginia, 
giving performances in Norfolk 

The Richmond Coliseum has been home to The Great 


est Show on Earth since February of 1972, and this was the 





16" time the show played the arena. Because of the strong 
feelings the people of Virginia have for the circus, The Rich 
mond Times-Dispatch asked its readers to submit some of 
their memories of the show and they responded. The sto 
ries that follow personify the importance that Ringling 
Bros. and Barnum & Bailey has played with generations of 


Virginians: 


‘Joey Mirabile of Innsbrook, asked his girl 


friend Candy Partridge to marry him at the circus 





in 2004 in front of a large crowd. She said yes, and 


they were married later that year. ‘It worked out 





well, and we had a blast; Mirabile said. Something 
else he remembers about that visit to the circus: 
For the rest of the day, I couldn't go to the bath 
room without somebody saying, ‘Hey, congratula 
tions!’ 

“Arlene Susling of Henrico County told the 
newspaper said she has two favorite memories 
of attending the circus, both involving Gunther 
Gebel-Williams. ‘At one performance, Gunther 
walked around outside of the cage with a leopard 
draped around his neck; she wrote. ‘I couldn't help 
but think, “That’s the kind of fur stole I like - one 
that’s still breathing’ I never forgot that image. Af 
ter Gunther retired, his son took over the act. I was 
sitting down front and could see Gunther wearing 


circus roustabout coveralls, his blond hair showing 
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Top left, Hans Klose and his wife, 
Mariya Sumana, present one of their 
performing dogs. 


Fred Serex 


Top right, The Cossack Riders enter 
the ring. 
Fred Serex 


Left, Alexander Lacey and Masai 
Fred Serex 





under his cap, standing by the cage, ready to help 
his son should the need arise. Gunther was the 
main reason I attended the circus. He was amaz- 
ing, 

“Paul Shelley Sr. of Henrico was active in an 
organization of employers that obtained discounts 
for their employees to various events, including 
the circus. ‘When the circus came to town, we sold 
plenty of tickets to our employees and, as a result, 
the group was invited to provide one clown and 
one honorary ringmaster for a performance, Shel 
ey recalled. ‘In 1979 I was lucky enough to be se 
ected as a clown. It was a wonderful experience: 
le said he did have an important job. He was to 
open the door to a Volkswagen as the professiona 
clowns piled in. The clown car! ‘I forget how many, 
Dut it was a lot of clowns and the Volkswagen was 
gutted on the inside so that a lot of clowns could 
it in it. My job was to open the door, let a clown 
n, shut the door, look silly, open the door again 
or another clown to get in - and do this over and 


over until the Volkswagen was full of clowns. Then 





was supposed to look around like I was confusec 





and wondering where all of the clowns went unti 
they told me to open the door, let a clown out, close 
the door, look surprised, open the door again, let 


another clown out, shut the door, look surprised, 


etc., etc., over and over again until they all got out 





of the Volkswagen 


Following Sunday’s performances in Richmond the 
train was loaded for the trip north to the Nation's Capital. 
Shortly after leaving Richmond the next morning, the train 
struck a disabled tractor trailer rig that had stalled on the 
tracks near the town of Burkeville, Virginia. The train was 
traveling at a relatively slow speed and no one was injured 
either on the train or in the cab of the truck. After an in 
vestigation by Virginia State Police the 56 cars of the circus 
train continued to the historic CSX Benning Yards near the 


Anacostia River in Washington, D.C 


Mar. 30-Apr. 2 - Washington, D.C. 
(Verizon Center) 109 Miles — Railroad: CSX, 
orfolk Southern — Tickets $15-100 


Washington, D.C. is where Feld Entertainment has its 
roots, and for the entire month of April the show would 
give performances in the region. From the District of Co- 


lumbia to suburban Fairfax County, Virginia and east to 


Baltimore, this is Feld Country. Irvin Feld and his brother 
Israel were born in nearby Hagerstown, Maryland and in 
the 1930s they began selling medicinal snake oil at carni- 
vals. The Feld brothers achieved their first major success 
in Washington with a combination pharmacy/record store, 
which led to concert promotions and, in 1967, the purchase 
of the circus from the Ringling family. 

For years the circus maintained its headquarters on 
New Mexico Avenue in Northwest Washington, later mov- 
ing to suburban Vienna, Virginia, and in 2012 relocating 
its corporate offices to Ellenton, Florida. Since 2013 Feld 
has used a nearly 250,000 square foot warehouse in Jessup, 
Maryland for distribution of concession items and other 
supplies to its various live productions around the world. 

Each season Kenneth Feld has been a regular at the 
show while it is in the Washington area and 2017 was no 
exception. Throughout the month of April the CEO of Feld 
Entertainment was frequently seen at performances and 
backstage in Washington, Fairfax and Baltimore. 

Despite Feld’s presence and his meetings with per 
formers and others, as crews set up for the final D.C. en 
gagement at the Verizon Center March 30, the corporate 
line remained the same as it had been since the announce 
ment on January 14. “It’s a massive production, and it’s an 
expensive production,’ said spokesman Stephen Payne as 
he watched the rigging being set up. “Ringling Bros. has 
always been about seeing the most amazing human and 
animal performers, which you couldn't see anywhere else. 
When it started, there was no television. Now there's, what, 
a thousand channels? It’s just a very different entertainment 
landscape than it used to be,” he said.*4 

Still, for Sarah Kaufmann of the Washington Post, the 
performance evoked a kind excitement a thousand televi 
sion channels could never provide as she painted word pic 


tures of the performance: 


“The two horses gallop side by side at full 
speed, around and around the ring at the climax 
of the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey circus, 
which opened its final Washington show Friday 
as part of its farewell tour. Verizon Center pounds 
with the sound of drums. (Or is it the thumping of 
thousands of hearts in the crowd?) 

“Each speeding horse bears a man on its back, 
and astride them, one dainty foot on a shoulder of 
each rider, stands a woman in yellow tights. The 
horses race so fast around the curves that they lean 
in, and the trio of riders leans, too. 


“There's an unbearable instant of doubt as the 
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gap between the horses widens and the riders’ bare Apr. 7-15 - Fairfax, Virginia 
arms bulge as they work the reins. Still the horses (Eagle Bank Arena) 0 Miles (Train remained at 

run, more apart than together, yoked only by the Washington's Benning Yards) — Tickets $18-125 
agile young woman who is now stretched in a full 

split between them When the announcement was made in January that 

Welcome to the Greatest Show on Earrrrth; the circus would be closing, Barry Geisler, general man 

ringmaster Johnathan Lee Iverson had bellowed, ager of the Eagle Bank Arena, in Fairfax, Virginia expressed 
two hours earlier. The staples are all here: clowns his concern. The circus performances at the arena on the 
and aerialists, lions and tigers, motorcycles whiz- campus of George Mason University was the largest annual 
zing at highway speeds in a steel-mesh globe. event at the venue, and while Geisler wouldn't disclose how 
There's no small amount of novelty, including a much the circus generated in revenue each year, he did say 
tightrope act on a teardrop-shaped wheel, with he expected record crowds for the final performances. “We 
three wire-walkers from Hungary gliding airily on expect that business will be really strong because it will be 
its rim as the wheel swoops and rises under their the last opportunity for people in the Washington area to 
toes. At one point, clear plastic globes descend see the circus.” 


from the arena’s ceiling. Inside, unfurling them Geisler’s prediction was correct, and huge crowds 





selves like fiddlehead ferns, are tiny acrobats passed through the turnstiles, yet for many of those on 


But nothing captures the danger, skill and both units the new found enthusiasm for the show was con 


sheer miracle of the circus like these equestrians. founding. Ticket sales were excellent, dozens of shows were 





One rider places a hand on the woman's ankle as selling out. But where were these fans in 2016 or 2015? 

her foot slips off his shoulder. The crowd may be The response to the performances at George Mason 
breathless in an agony of fear, but he's as calm and University’s Eagle Bank Arena were typical of what had been 
expressionless as a nun. The woman has never seen on both shows since the January 14 announcement. It 
stopped smiling.” was clear that circus enthusiasm was still very high. The 


packed houses applauded Alexander Lacey as his lions and 
The reporter ended her review with a sentiment that 





tigers leapt over one another, gasped as Davis Vassallo the 
has been shared by those who love the circus, and who will : ‘ 
‘ wire-walking clown milked his act for laughs, and chuckled 
soon find that it is gone forever = . 
. as Hans and Mariya Klose’s 700-pound hog glided down a 


oo 

It feels like exactly the wrong time to lose sliding board and “jumped” over inches-high hurdles. 
the circus, in a world of stresses that seem to 

multiply daily: uncertain job prospects, social 

isolation, political turmoil. Have we ever been 

more in need of miracles? 

1e circus keeps some of the most cher 


ished human dreams alive: the longing for 





flight, freedom and unshakable trust embod 
ied by the trapeze artists; the unity of human 
and animal perfected by the lion tamer. The 


dream of staring down fate and carrying on 





with grace 

“The circus has long offered a refuge for 
misfits and restless thrill seekers, and if it’s no 
longer so easy to run away and join it, it’s a 
lovely myth nonetheless, part of the American 
ideal of reinvention. Circus folks live out what, 
for the rest of us, are fantasies. 

“There are other circuses, certainly, but 


Ringling Bros. is the Taj Mahal.” Davis Vassallo 
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Among those who wanted to experience the historic 
event at the Eagle Bank Arena was Carolyn Perez who 
brought her two-year old Ava to the show. While she knew 
her young daughter would never remember the day, she 
could always tell her that she had been a part of history 
“We heard that this was the last time that the circus was 
going to be in town, so we wanted to share that experience 
with our daughter,” she said. “It made me sad when I heard 
it was closing. This is such a magical experience, for so 
many of us who grew up coming to the circus. 

Not everyone shared that nostalgic sentiment as animal 
rights activists continued to dog the circus at every perfor 
mance. While the show was in Fairfax Kenneth Feld once 
again addressed the challenges the show had faced in an 
interview with The New York Times, and how animal rights 
wasn't the only factor in his decision to close the show. “We 
won in court - and obviously in the court of public opin 
ion we didn’t prevail. There has been more change in the 
last decade than in the preceding 70 years. The circus had 
to be all things to all people. Now we live in a world of 
specialization.” 

One interesting note about the Eagle Bank Arena dates. 
George Mason University is so close to Washington, D.¢ 
that the train wasn’t moved for the engagement, and spe 
cial charter buses left every 30 minutes from the rail yards, 
taking performers and crew from the Anacostia district 
of Washington to the arena Fairfax, Virginia. Still because 
of Washington's notorious traffic jams that relatively short 


distance of 25 miles, could stretch into a 90-minute trip. 


Priscilla and Johnathan Lee Iverson with their children 
Matthew and Lila on the train 
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Apr. 20-30 - Baltimore, Maryland 
(Royal Farms Arena) 36 Miles - Railroad: CSX 
Tickets $15-50 

The 11 day stand in Baltimore was the longest of the 
season for Out of This World. The train crew particularly 
liked this stand because the cars are spotted not far from 
the B&O Railroad Museum and you could usually find 
a few members of the crew making a trip to the historic 
birthplace of American railroading 

Since the announcement was made that the show was 
closing, many of the Ringling performers had been reach 
ing out to other shows and applying for positions across the 
country. It was in Baltimore where fourth generation Italian 
clown Davis Vassallo publicly announced that he would be 
returning to Europe at the end of the season. Others such 
as skater and former trick rider Ashley Vargas kept their 
cards close the vest, yet hinting she would like to continue 
her career with the circus. “Once you have the sawdust in 
your veins, you don't want to get out of it,” she said. “You go 
on to other amazing jobs.” 

Even before the show arrived, the General Manager of 
the Royal Farms Arena was waxing nostalgic about the cir 


cus. Frank Remesch, who managed what was once known 





as the Baltimore Arena, said he has fond memories of the 
circus, as it was the very first event he can remember at 
tending at the arena when he was only a child. 

Remesch said the circus has historically been one of 
his biggest attractions, but he added that he had already 


been talking to Feld Entertainment about bringing in one 


Steet. 


The Iverson family with teachers David Schwarz, Sheilah 
Tarbell, and Lauren Soloman 


Number 4 











At the top left, contortionists perform during 
Out of This World. 
Fred Serex 


At the top right, Katie Lacey presenting a 
mixed animal act. 
Fred Serex 


Left, a concession stand in Trenton, New 
Jersey 
Fred Serex 





of their other shows in 2018, and they told him to hold the 
dates. 

The longtime arena manager said there may be no way 
to replace the tradition and nostalgia the circus brought 
every year to Baltimore, but he was holding out hope that 
bringing in additional concerts as well as more family- 
friendly shows would fill the financial void. “On one side, 
it is sad to see the tradition go, but on the financial side, it 
makes it a little more edgy.” 


May 4-May 7 - Charleston, West Virginia 
(Charleston Civic Center) 486 Miles — Railroads: 
CSX, Norfolk Southern — Tickets § 


The people of Charleston, West Virginia welcomed the 
big show back with open arms and that meant more sell- 
outs at the Civic Center. Before the first performance on 
Thursday a group of performers were taken to the Charles- 
ton Town Center Mall, the same location where, for 18 
years the Ringling herd had appeared each season for their 
“Elephant Brunch.” In fact the elephant appearances were 
such an important piece of local history that the city has 
placed a cast of an elephant footprint at the entrance to the 
mall to commemorate the relationship between Charleston 
and the circus. 

Hundreds of locals turned out for the “Welcome Back” 
event where Mayor Danny Jones presented Johnathan Lee 
Iverson with a city proclamation declaring May 4, 2017 as 
“Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Day in Charleston.” 
The crowd delighted in putting on red noses, signing cards, 
eating cake and talking with some of the performers who 
had been entertaining them for years.” 

Mayor Jones even brought along a photograph from 
1976. Those on hand cheered as he told the story of be- 
ing put on an elephant by Gunther Gebel-Williams over 40 
years ago.? 

Sunday May 4 was an exceptionally somber day for 
those performing in the Charleston Civic Center and on 
the train. Although the performance itself was quite strong 
and the Civic Center was sold out, the cast and crew knew 
that in another arena in Providence, Rhode Island the sen- 
tence that was handed down in Miami and Orlando on 
January 14 was being carried out. 

At the conclusion of the evening performance on the 
evening of May 4 the Red Unit closed forever. While some 
in Charleston were receiving photo texts and Facebook 
alerts from their colleagues in Providence, others such as 


Tatiana Tchalabaeva said she couldn't look for fear of the 


emotions that would be released." 

“In an interview with the Charleston Gazette-Mail, 
Ringmaster Iverson spoke from the heart, ‘People don’t re- 
alize how much they're losing; he said. “We've become so 
jaded, so self-centered and distracted, as a country and a 


culture, we're imploding. What’s happened is a tragedy. "4 


May 12-21 - Uniondale, New York 

(Nassau Coliseum) 740 Miles — Railroads: Norfolk 
Southern, CSX, Long Island Railroad 

Tickets $15-300 


Those who have had the privilege of riding a circus 
train know that it isn’t the fastest way to get from point-A 
to point-B. It does however offer the opportunity to relax 
and contemplate life. It seems rather appropriate that the 
two longest runs for the Blue Unit were immediately af- 
ter the announcement was made in Miami when the train 
traveled 825 miles to Birmingham, and the last train run 
ever, 740 miles from Charleston to Uniondale. 

For Johnathan Lee Iverson those final train rides with 
his family were a time for reflection and meditation. When 
asked about the trip from Charleston to Uniondale he said, 
“Tt was very pleasant. The family stood on the vestibule a 
little more and took some pictures. We were prepared for it 
and it settled into our consciousness that this was the last 


ride.”*° 





After 18 years as a highly visible icon for the circus, 
Iverson, in his ringmaster role, had indeed become a de 
facto leader on the show. In a candid conversation with the 
author he discussed some of the things he contemplated 
while traveling between Charleston and Uniondale, and his 


perspective on the events of the previous four months. 
On the decision to close the show: 


“Obviously there may be things I'm not privy 
to. I’m not questioning the intelligence of the own 
ers of the show. I probably would have shut the 
thing down earlier because it is a headache to run 
and it costs a lot of money. It needs constant su 
pervision. It isn’t theatre. The circus is the celebra- 
tion of living things and you are dealing with the 
highest levels of artistry. | once had a conversation 
with Nicole Feld. She was talking about the cur- 





rent challenges. I told her, in my humble employ: 





opinion, “You need to find a team of people w 
ove the dogged work of the circus and who are 


dd 


smarter than you and that will solve your prob- 





ems.” 
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On 


his 18 year career as ringmaster: 


“The fact of the matter is I wasn't entitled to 
anything but a check and what was put on my 
contract, but I got so much more. Where else can 
you go to work and come out with a family, and 
the entire family gets a check from the company! 
For anyone who has ever worked with Feld and 
Ringling Bros. they know there is nothing like The 
Greatest Show on Earth because it is a culture. No- 
body does this. Not in opera. Not in theatre. Not in 


film. This is vastly different: 


On the future 


“My only concern is acclimating myself to 
life outside of the wonderful, joyous safe bubble. 
Normal life has its advantages, still nobody is fly 
ing and no one is talking to animals! I don’t expect 
things to be like the old days. The only constant is 


change 


The Tchalabaev Cossack Riders 


40 


As the train made its way to Long Island, others were 
driving to the Nassau Coliseum, including Tatiana and Ka- 
nat Tchalabaev, with their 21 horses. The Tchalabaev Cos 
sack riding act was a featured display in Out of This World, 
and as “Queen Tatiana, the Intergalactic Space Queen,” the 
veteran acrobat and equestrian was one of the stars of the 
show. Unlike most of those on the show, the Tchalabaevs 
were responsible not only for their own family and horses, 
but also for a troupe of 15 riders and five grooms. 

You start looking at everything from different per 
spectives” said Tatiana. “You ask yourself why and you don't 
want this to happen. By the time we got to Long Island and 
unloaded the horses, the show was set up. We went inside 
the arena and I looked at it. I thought, how sad it is. How 
sad that it won't happen again. I watched everyone doing 
1eir job and thought, this is something that we have been 
one together and I want to continue for a long time: 


The Nassau Veterans Memorial Coliseum, in Union 





ale, New York opened February 11, 1972 and Ringling 
3ros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus was one of the first 


3-day stand on 


10ws to play the brand-new arena with a 


ctober 31 of that year.*? Although the circus had enter 


tained metropolitan New Yorkers at Madison Square Gar 





den for decades, the 1972 performances of the Blue Unit 





in Uniondale were the first time the show had returned to 
Long Island since June 1 1956 when it played Hicks 
ville, New York and delivered the first straw-house of that 
final season under canvas. 

The success of that first stand at the Nassau Coliseum 


in 1972 was a harbinger of things to come, as the Uniondale 





arena became a mainstay of the Ringling route with both 
the Red and Blue Units consistently playing to large crowds 
for the next 45 years. 

The Hicksville circus fans of 1956 who attended that 
final circus under canvas on Long Island didn’t know it 
would be the last time Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bai 


would put up its big top in their town, a sharp contrast 





those who bought tickets to see Out of This World in N 
of 2017 

Because of the historic nature of the final shows, specu 
lators and ticket brokers began scooping up tickets for the 
final performances only hours after the announcement was 
made January 14 

At one point the secondary ticket broker StubHub was 


offering tickets for the evening performance on May 21 at 


$163 a seat on the upper level, and $2,000 each on the lower 
level, an increase of 560% over the face value of the tickets. 


It should be noted that for some speculators the gamble 
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apparently didn’t pay off, as the author counted dozens of 
empty seats while attending both the matinee and evening 
performances on May 21 

[he final stand for Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey 
opened on Friday May 12 and over the next 10 days the 
cast and crew presented 16 performances, with thousands 
on hand for each show. Uniondale’s opening night perfor 
mance was described the next day in a laudatory review by 


Newsday’ Steve Parks. 


Big cats were much in evidence inside the are 
na as trainer Alexander Lacey directed 14 through 
a desultory performance, except for two tigers who 
walked upright across the caged ring and a male 
lion who lap-danced (sort of) the trainer. 

‘Kids and their parents relate to smaller ani 
mals. Dogs of all sizes did their usual athletic stunts 
to oohs and ahs. But it was delightfully comic to 


see them joined by two behemoth hogs, plus goats, 





llamas and a lone kangaroo who, naturally, out 
jumped them all 
Among humans, the Tunziani trapeze art 
ists just missed a four-revolution somersault 
and catch. The Fearless Torres motorcyclist fam 
ily spun at blurring speeds, up to seven bikes in a 
mesh globe barely large enough to contain them 
The King Charles Troupe, fresh and flashy in their 
Globetrotters-on-unicycles contest, were decisive 
winners. Jester Davis Vassallo led the clown con 
tingent in distracting us from setups for the next 
attraction 
“The theme to this last-ever Ringling show, Out 
of This World, introduces a video game spaceship 
on-ice concept — too late to be saved by a younger 
generation. The ringmaster competes with “evil’ 
Tatiana Tchalabaeva for the galaxy’s best circus 
performers. Among them are Circus of Fire stilt 
walkers and skate acrobats slashing on ice, and the 
Cossack Riders: To describe it would give away one 


of their amazing feats without doing it justice. 





Ihe weekend of May 13-14 was a typical “six pack; 


with three shows on Saturday and three on Sunday. There 
“on Monday May 15, fol 


00 p.m. performance, with no shows on Tues 


was a 10:30 a.m. “Kiddie Show 
lowed by a 7 
day, Wednesday or Thursday of that final week. For Iverson 
and others the three-day break allowed them to tie up loose 
ends and prepare to move off the train after the final per 


formance 


Volume 61, N 


Alexander Lacey leads one of the tigers. 


Friday May 19 began with a news conference where 
several acts performed before the cameras and the me 
dia asked questions to both performers and management 
about the closing. Alana Feld spoke to reporters and reiter 
ated the statements that her father and sister had made in 
Miami and Orlando in January. “As a business decision, it 
was the right thing to do, but from a personal perspective, 
it wasn't an easy decision to make.’™ The 7:00 p.m. perfor 
mance that night brought another full house to the Nassau 
Coliseum 

[he historic final weekend of May 20-21 consisted of 
another “six pack,” with performances at 11:00 a.m., 3:00 
p.m. and 7:00 p.m. both Saturday and Sunday. For many of 
those with the show their emotions were tempered some 
what by those who were arriving in Uniondale to see old 
friends and share a common bond 

“Tt was very hectic, and between shows I didn't have 
one free minute,” said Tatiana Tchalabaeva, reflecting back 
on that final Sunday. “We saw a lot of people we hadn't seen 
in years, but it was very restricted and it was a shame that 
we werent able to meet with all of the circus fans who were 
there.” 

Johnathan Lee Iverson said he was well prepared for the 
final show Sunday evening. “I promised myself I wouldn't 
get caught up in the moment,” he said. “I knew it was going 
to be an emotional day, and there was a kind of energy that 
got us through it.” 


Two weeks earlier Feld announced that the May 21 
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The cast and crew 
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Fred Serex 





Rhett Coates 


Tatiana Tchalabaeva 


performance would be broadcast on Facebook Live, giving 
circus fans worldwide the opportunity to watch the final 
moments of The Greatest Show on Earth. Sam Gomez, vice 
president of digital and relationship marketing at Feld En 
tertainment, said the on-line presentation would be pro 
duced with the understanding that many people would be 
It's basically a TV 


watching on smartphones or tablets. 


shoot,” said Gomez. “We've had lots of conversations about 


tight shots so you can see the performers’ skill and expres 
sions and their artistry 
The broadcast, seen on both Facebook Live and You 

Tube, was hosted by former Red Unit Ringmasters Kristen 
Michelle Wilson and David Shipman who were broadcast 

ing from an anchor desk inside the Coliseum. The show 
began with Ashley Vargas and Johnathan Lee Iverson at the 
center of the arena welcoming the audience and introduc 

ing Kenneth Feld. Feld walked to the center of the arena 
with his wife Bonnie, along with daughters Juliette, Nicole 
and Alana who were joined by their families. After briefly 


embracing Iverson he began to address the audience: 





“Good evening everybody. It is incredibly 
heartwarming to see all of you that have come out 
for the final performance of Ringling Bros. and 
Barnum & Bailey. On behalf of the entire Feld 
family, we not only want to thank you for coming 
out tonight, but for all of the support that you have 
given Ringling Bros. over the years. In the 50 years 
that our family has been producing Ringling Bros. 
and Barnum & Bailey, over a quarter-of-a-billion 
people have seen the shows. It’s always been our 
goal to be able to share with families the incredible 
experience; the joy, the happiness and the wonder 
ment of The Greatest Show on Earth. And I think 


we have accomplished that goal 


At that point Feld briefly choked up and paused as he 


composed himself 


The Feld family enters the ring before the final performance in Uniondale, New York. 
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“Over the years I've been asked ‘what makes 
Ringling Bros. the great American institution that 
it is?’ It is the people. It’s the spirit, the dedication, 
the perseverance of everyone that you'll see tonight 
that makes the impossible - possible. They have al 
ways been an inspiration for us, and they should 
really be an inspiration for everyone on how we 
conduct our lives. It is incredible to have this expe 
rience not only with these people, but to see how 
this town without a zip code works. The teamwork. 
The family. And how they come together day-in 
and day-out as Olympians. No matter what it is, 
they rise to the top and they are the reason that 
they are and this is The Greatest Show on Earth. So 
I want to thank everyone, whether you see them 
tonight or behind the scenes. They are very special 
people and we love them all. So from the bottom of 
our hearts we want to say thank you all very much 
and please enjoy and celebrate The Greatest Show 


on Earth, one last time. Thank you.” 


For Ringmaster Iverson, Feld’s decision to address the 


crowd before the final performance reinforced the char 
acter of a man who he had come to know well over the 
previous 18 seasons. “He had the courage and decency to 


face the audience,” said Iverson. “Quite frankly in today’s 





world few people would do this. Integrity matters, and I 





think Kenneth and his family presented that at the final 
performance.” 

That two-hour and seven-minute performance was 
bursting with emotional moments, but none perhaps as 


poignant as the comments made by wild animal trainer Al 





exander Lacey who paused in the middle of his 12-minute 
act to address the challenges the circus has faced from ani 
mal rights activists. 

Lacey spoke of his family’s dedication to animal train 
ing and breeding, and briefly choked-up as he spoke of his 
love for wild animals, and of the importance of support 
ing circuses. “It's so important that if you love animals as 
much as I do that you have to keep supporting those people 
who dedicate their lives to these animals,” he said, adding 
“people aren't really concerned about wildlife until they feel 
it and see it, and enjoy it, and love it as much as I do,’ his 
voice cracking. 

“It's so important that you carry on supporting all of 
those people who dedicate their lives to these animals. Sup 
port good, well-run circuses,” he said as he emphatically 


pumped his fist in the air. “Support good, well-run zoos,” 


he implored, as he was interrupted by sustained applause. 
He then thanked Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey for 
their continued support of his act and breeding programs 
over the past six seasons.‘ 

The program continued with an outstanding perfor 
mance by the Tuniziani Trapeze act. Although Ammed 
(Garcia) Tuniziani had succeeded with a quadruple somer 
sault at the Sunday matinee performance, he unfortunately 
missed it in the evening show. 

Other notable acts included Davis Vassallo, the princi 
pal clown who spoke about his experience on that last day. 


“It was the greatest,” Vassallo said. 


“I think everybody got inspired by Ringling 
because Ringling is unique. The best artists, the 
best performers. They always did the best show 
in the world. It was something special, something 
unique. It’s not about the money. Many compa 
nies have lots of money to do a show, but nobody 
did it like Ringling. 

“When I came here the first time, it was 
something magic when I stepped on the ring. I 
was thinking: where I’m standing now, all the best 
performers in the world, they passed here. As a 
circus person, you could feel that. You are in his 
tory. And I’m so happy that I’m going to be in the 
history when this ends: I’m going to be the last 
clown of Ringling. 


“Tm not happy the circus is closing, but I’m 


happy that I did come here. That I was part of 


it. 


The final display on the program was the Cossack rid 
ing act trained by Kanat Tchalabaev. When the act fin 
ished, the storyline of Out of This World concluded with 
a final production number featuring the entire company. 
The finale brought the audience to its feet, as thousands 
acknowledged the significance of the moment with a sus 
tained standing ovation. 

his particular performance however ended differently 
than the others of the 2017 season, as those in costume 
were immediately joined on the floor by family members 


and their colleagues who worked behind the scenes on the 





production. 

For nine minutes cast and crew crowded the arena 
floor, hugging, weeping and taking photographs as Iverson 
acknowledged those responsible for transportation, con 
cessions and every department of the circus. After thank- 


ing the entire circus family from the train crew and lighting 
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designers to wardrobe and the prop crew, Iverson led the 


Ringling Bros. making last stop in ‘Trenton this weekend,” March 13 


cast and those in the audience in the season-ending tradi 


tion of Auld Lang Syne. 


R I s tent: Ringling Bros. and Bar 
As the program came to its inevitable conclusion, Iver to Rich é t time.” Marck 
son made his last comments as ringmaster. “You have just ‘ 3 taking final D.C. bow 


witnessed the final presentation of this American treasure, circus.” April 1, 201 
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Tatiana Tchalabaeva with some of the ice skaters on the Blue Unit 
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EXPERIENCE THE CIRCUS ONE LAST TIME 


DUNKIN’ DONUTS 
CENTER PROVIDENCE 
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Left top, Kristen 
Michelle Wilson 
Dan Kleintop 


Left bottom, 
Taba Maluenda 
performs with the 
tigers. 

Angelina Hovazhenko 


Right, Mustafa 
Danguir and 
troupe perform on 
the high wire. 


Shannon Kunkle 





Opposite page, a window card for the 
final season of Circus Xtreme. 
The Ringling Museum 


Left top, the Red 
Unit clowns 


Dan Kleintop 


Left bottom, the 
Red Unit train 
makes its way 
through wintry 
weather. 


Angelina Hovazhenko 


Right, Nicole 
Sanders enters the 
cannon. 


Shannon Kunkle 





Jan. 12-16 - Orlando, Florida 
(Amway Center) - Tickets $16-75 


“We all knew it was going to be some giant announce 
ment,” recalled Megan O'Malley. For five seasons she played 
trombone in the Red Unit band, joining Fully Charged in 
the spring of 2012. “The fact it was a mandatory meeting 
was very unusual. When we first heard the Blue Unit was 
having a meeting in Miami, we didn’t think it had any 
thing to do with us. Then a half hour later the notice was 
posted.” 

Her boss of the past five years, bandleader and trum- 
pet player Brett Barlow had a bad feeling when he saw the 
backstage notice after the morning performance January 
14. “In 23 years with the show I heard every rumor. Maybe 
Disney was going to buy the show. Maybe there would be 
a permanent show in Orlando,’ he said. “At the same time 
that I saw the notice backstage I received a text message 


from Ryan States, the keyboard player on the Blue Unit. 


He said they were also having a meeting after their evening 
show in Miami. Then I saw (Feld spokesman) Steve Payne 
and I knew it was something bad.” 

In a business long associated with hyperbole, it is fair to 
say that a legion of circus press agents couldn't adequately 
describe the enormous sense of anxiety settling over the 
Amway Center that Saturday afternoon. For hours specu- 
lation swept through the arena and train, yet despite the 
uncertainty of the mysterious meeting, two shows were 
presented and none of those in the audience could fathom 
the unsettled feeling shared by the performers and crew. 

“I was nervous,’ said Irina Prostetsova, a featured per 
former on the show. “I told (General Manager) Rob Lange 
that I was stressed and wanted to go back to the train. He 
told me he really needed me there for the meeting. People 
were talking and someone said, ‘I think the circus is go- 
ing to shut down. I thought that might be possible but was 


relieved that we just signed a new contract in November. I 


Bandwagon 





Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey 
Red Unit Closure Announcement 


The following is a transcription of an audio recording 
taken by an employee of the Ringling Bros. Red Unit at 
the Amway Center in Orlando FL on Saturday January 14, 
2017 at a full-cast meeting called by Feld Entertainment af- 
ter the final Saturday evening performance. All employees 
were required to attend. Primary speaker is Juliette Feld, 
COO of Feld Entertainment at that time. All statements in 
this transcript are direct quotes unless otherwise noted by 
SQUARED brackets [ ]. Timestamps are included for refer- 


ence. 
[00:00:09] Juliette Feld: Hello everyone. 
(Misc. greetings from employees) 


[00:00:14] Juliette Feld: Thank you all for gathering to- 
night, can everyone hear me? 


(Misc. response from employees) 


[00:00:21] Juliette Feld: Um...1 know many of you, for 


those of you who don't know me, I’m Juliette Feld. To- 


night, I have some very difficult news to share with all of 


you. We have made the decision...as...a family, and as a 
company, to close both tours of Ringling Brothers Barnum 
and Bailey circus...in May of this year. (pause) This tour 
will be closing following your performances on May 7", in 
Providence Rhode Island. And the Blue Unit will be clos- 
ing after their run in Uniondale New York, on May 21*. 
(pause) We...over the past ten years, we've seen a steady 
decline in ticket sales and attendance at Ringling Brothers. 
And, as all of you...have...have likely observed, since we... 
took the elephants off of the units, attendance has dropped 
off...much more than we ever could have anticipated... 
and...made the business...unsustainable. We...have tried 
many different advertising campaigns, promotions, initia- 
tives of all kinds to...do anything to [not have to make] 
this decision...and, unfortunately, nothing has worked to 
change the downward trend. It’s so important that all of you 
know...how incredible you are, and how much you con- 
tinue to inspire and amaze us with everything that you do. 
And, that is unchanged. And we have the utmost respect 
for you, and every day you go out, regardless of how many 
people are in the audience, and you do your absolute best. 
And, it’s because of all of you that this has been The Greatest 
Show on Earth, and will continue to be for the next...few 
months. And, there are going to be fans who come out who 


want to support you, and see you, and who adore you, and 


I know that you will give them the show that they came to 


see. 


[00:02:40] contd, Juliette Feld: I know that you have a lot 
of questions. Over the next few weeks, Kirk McCoy, the HR 
team will be out here, they'll be meeting each of you indi- 
vidually, to go over...how we will be helping you with this 
transition and the support we'll be providing each of you. 
And our family will be out, to see all of you before the units 
close. Thank you so much for everything you do, and... 
(crying) I'm sorry to...bring you this news tonight. I’m go- 
ing to turn it over to Kirk McCoy, who has some more in- 
formation for all of you. Thank you. 
(Shocked applause) 
[00:03:25] Kirk McCoy: I'll give everybody a second to 
absorb, what...what Juliette just said...um, she said we're, 
we're gonna run through Providence, through May 7". Um, 
starting next week, in Jacksonville, we're gonna sit down 
with everybody in this room. We have a packet of infor- 
mation for you. Everything from contract information, to 
immigration information, so, all the pertinent stuff. One of 
us, either Rob Neiman, or Rob Lange, or myself, or Harry 
Sugarman someone who will be sitting with you in Jack- 
sonville, next week starting to, to explain what the process 
is going to be. We're gonna be available for questions the 
whole time, we're not gonna just end it at Jacksonville, we're 
gonna stick with you and we're gonna, you're gonna see, 
some of you...I know...my reputation, you don’t like see- 
ing me come to the show, that's all right... you're gonna see 
more...from now through May than you've ever seen so we 
will always be here for questions...and we'll be able to be 
contacted, you can contact Rob, you can contact anybody, 
we're gonna train the management team on the unit to also 
answer some of your basic questions. So...(pause) we'll be 
there, you'll have your own individualized information, 
and be good to go. Are there any general questions right 
now? 

(brief pause) 
[00:04:42] Kirk McCoy: Ok, I know this is a lot to take in. 
So starting next Wednesday we'll sit with you. The way we 
have it tonight, is, um...I know you guys are used to having 
one bus, and so you don't need to make a big rush for the 
bus because we have brought in extra buses, there will be 
three Greyhound buses down there as well, for, to take you 
back to the train. Any questions? 


[00:05:05] (End transcription. One person asks a question 
about the buses. Awkwardness as Mr. McCoy waits to con- 
firm that buses are at the arena.) 
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Top, the final Red Unit Clown 
Alley with their “Strongman 


Gag. 


Shannon Kunkle 


Middle, Circus Xtreme featured 
members of a_ troupe of 
Ukrainian acrobats billed as 
“Angelic Aerialists,” seen here in 
the opening act. 

Shannon Kunkle 


Bottom left, Jessica Togni astride 
“Colonel,” led by Alexandre 
Petrov. 

Shannon Kunkle 


Bottomright, DashkaDashii,one 
of the Mongolian performers on 
Circus Xtreme. 

Shannon Kunkle 





thought to myself, “We will still have 2017 and 2018. Maybe 
after 2018 it will be time to go?” 

Peggy Williams, who spent 48 years as both a manager 
and performer, said those new contracts were one of the 
reasons many of those who worked at Feld Entertainment's 
corporate headquarters didn’t suspect what was coming. 
“The performers were in a pretty good place. Buildings 
were being booked. We thought there would be a circus 
through 2018." 

That feeling was echoed by Kristen Michelle Wilson, 
the new female ringmaster who had joined the show in 
Nashville on December 11, 2016. “People were spreading 
rumors the circus might be closing, but it made no sense. 
They were spending considerable time and money promot 
ing my new role so I thought there was no way the circus 


was going to close.” 





The circus world has long been a melting pot of cul 


tures, and in 2017 Circus Xtreme carried a cast and crew 





from 13 different countries including Mongolia, Hungary, 
Russia, China, and Chile.° Although the backstage an 

nouncement had been posted in four languages, for some 
in the crowded room that night it appeared not everyone 
grasped the serious nature of the meeting. “It was weird, 
because those who spoke English were very nervous, and 
those who didn't were laughing and chatting,” according to 
Megan O'Malley. “Half of the room was very tense and the 
other half was joking.” 

At 10:12 P.M., the exact same time that her father Ken 
neth was addressing the cast and crew of Out of This World 
in Miami, Juliette Feld entered the jam-packed fifth floor 
meeting room along with Feld Entertainment's Vice Presi 
dent of Human Resources Kirk McCoy, spokesman Ste 
phen Payne and other show executives. 

Although those in the room said afterward the an 
nouncement seemed very brief, a recording of Juliette 
Feld’s comments indicates she spoke for about three min 
utes. As soon as she introduced herself she immediately 
announced that both shows would be closing in May and 
then explained some of the reasons, briefly choking up 
before regaining her composure. She spoke of the decline 
in ticket sales and the challenges of marketing the shows 
before turning it over McCoy. As she concluded there was 
an awkward smattering of applause from some of those in 
attendance.* 

The show’s new female ringmaster, Kristen Michelle 
Wilson was stunned. “You could hear a pin drop, because 
300 people were just caught off guard,” she said. “We were 


shocked. We were sad.” 


The Circus Xtreme band 


Even though Wilson was only a month into her circus 
career, veteran bandleader Barlow, who had been with the 
Red Unit for 23 years, shared the emotions of the “First of 
May” ringmaster. After the meeting ended Barlow briefly 
spoke to a few people, but unlike most of those with the 
show, he wasn't dependent on taking one of the three char 
tered buses back to the rail yards. “I needed a little bit of 
time, so I rode my motorcycle from the arena back to the 
train.” 

Clown Truett Adams also remembered how she felt. “I 
got up from my chair and left the room and as I was walk 
ing away from the room, it kind of came over me what it 
meant. There were definitely tears.” 

Many more tears were shed that night, and in the days 
to come. For Irina Prostetsova and hundreds of others in 
both Orlando and Miami, the future suddenly seemed very 
murky. “I was very emotional that night, thinking about 
my children and their lives and what was ahead. I realized 


I don’t have anyone here. I was wondering if I should move 





back to Moscow. I thought about my seven-year old who 
doesn't speak much Russian. What about my dogs?” 

Although Kristen Wilson was fresh to her role as ring 
master, she was a seasoned veteran of many traveling shows 
and definitely not a rookie in the world of show business. 
She spoke of the shared belief that the show must go on. 
“You watched hundreds of people burst into tears at the 
same time, and the next day, we came in and did three 
more shows.” 

Still it wasn't easy. On Sunday the performers returned 
to the Amway Arena for what many described as a very 
challenging day. Among those feeling the pain was Nicole 
Sanders, who had joined the show as the Human Cannon 
ball a year before, “We had to do three shows the next day 


and it was pretty awful. Some of us were doing dangerous 
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things and we couldn't let our emotions compromise our 
safety” 

For some the performance was made all the more dif 
ficult by animal rights protesters who flanked the arena 
with signs reading, “No more chains, no more beatings,” 
and “The Cruelest Show on Earth.” As those holding tickets 
streamed into the building one protester shouted “Enjoy 
your last show!” At least one circus fan flipped his middle 
finger at her. 

As word began to spread of the Orlando's final per 
formances ever, fans from across Florida and nationwide 
began buying tickets. Monday January 16 was also Martin 
Luther King, Jr. Day and there was only one circus perfor 
mance at 1:00 P.M. It was a sellout, foreshadowing a theme 


that would continue through the remainder of the season, 


Jan. 19-22 — Jacksonville, Florida 
(Veterans Memorial Arena) 144 Miles — Railroad: 
CSX - Tickets $14-100 


There were seven performances over the three day 
stand in Jacksonville and ticket sales were very strong. Pri 
or to the first performances at Veterans Memorial Arena, a 
pre-rehearsal meeting was held for the cast, who were told 
that because of the anticipated uptick in attendance, em 
ployees would no longer be able to get discounted tickets 
for friends and family. 

Management also offered career counseling backstage 
all weekend long, something that Claudia Porter, who had 
spent eight years in the wardrobe department appreciated. 
“They were quite helpful,” she said. “I wasn’t sure what I 
wanted to do, or if I wanted them to help me find a job, 
but they talked about the importance of a good resume and 
how to interview for a job.” 

Nicole Sanders also spoke briefly with the career coun 
selors, “They asked what experience | had and | told them, 
along with the fact that I didn't think there would be much 
demand for a Human Cannonball.’ 

For those traveling with the show there was “a notable 
difference in everyone's attitude.” Megan O'Malley recalled, 
“Usually on opening day people are relatively cheerful, talk 
ing and joking as we enter the building, roughhousing dur 
ing rehearsal, etc..,.on that day we filed slowly and silently 


into the arena. We set up as usual. Occasionally I heard a 





snarky comment or a laugh with no joy in it. It made me 
feel bad.” 
Circus Xtreme was essentially the same themed pro 


gram that had been presented by the Red Unit since Janu- 


Kristen Michelle Wilson 


ary 2015. Although the elephants were taken off the show 
in May of 2016, the storyline and cast of Circus Xtreme was 
nearly identical to the show that had now been on the road 
for three consecutive seasons. This was the second time 
Circus Xtreme had played Jacksonville, having visited Vet- 
erans Memorial Arena almost exactly two years prior, from 
January 15-18, 2015. 

Despite the fact that some in the arena may have seen 
a similar show, they had not seen a female ringmaster on 
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey, and they responded 
enthusiastically. 
“Jacksonville, are you ready?” Kristen Wilson called 
during that first Jacksonville performance, as acrobats cart 
wheeled and horses pranced during the opening spec. “The 
Feld family is proud to present Ringling Bros. and Barnum 
& Bailey. Welcome to The Greatest Show on Earth. 
“We'll find 1,000 ways to shock and amaze.” 





The audience answered back in cheers."” 
The circus has long been a world within itself, insulat 
ed from the events of the outside world. That again proved 


to be the case on Friday January 20. When interviewed 





months later very few on the show seemed to recall that the 
circus was in Jacksonville when the nation marked Inaugu- 
ration Day and Donald Trump was sworn in as the 45" U.S. 


President.” It was just a year before, on January 11, 2016, 





that then-candidate Trump tweeted @RinglingBros is re 
tiring their elephants — the circus will never be the same. 


Over the years the future President had indicated that he 


56 Bandwagon 





was somewhat of a circus fan, attending at least one Madi- 
son Square Garden performance of the Red Unit prior to 
entering politics, and in the mid-1980s financially support 
ing the Big Apple Circus 

It was at Veterans Memorial Arena that one of the tra 
ditions of Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey returned 
after an absence of many years. On Saturday January 21, 
composer Julius Fucik’s “Entry of the Gladiators” was 
added to the musical score as the “Entr’acte” played after 
intermission and prior to the opening of the second half 
of the performance. This was the first time in many years 
that “traditional” circus music was played on the big show. 
After the first performance of that most famous of circus 


marches, Brett Barlow sent a note to his band: 


“As a musician for the RBBB circus, I've grown 
accustomed to being taken for granted. Some 
times by my employers, sometimes by the audi 
ence, (Never, however by the performers.) It often 
seemed as if the audience was unaware of our per 
formance. It’s the cost of doing business, I suppose. 
But yesterday, something changed. At the direction 
of Rye Mullis, our second half overture, known in 
the biz as the Entre’ Acte, was changed. Out was 


the theme of the show, and in was Thunder and 





Blazes, Entry of the Gladiators. It was stylistically 
altered to fit the feel of the show, but the melody 
was unmistakable. Immediately, and | mean im 
mediately, the audience heard it and responded. 
I could hear audible gasps and cheerful reaction 
from children of all ages, not to mention the glee 
ful echoes from Taylor, Sandor, Ivan, and the rest 
of Clown Alley. Turns out, our audience is savvy 
after all. They heard the traditional circus music, 
and responded positively, enthusiastically, genu 
inely, Long ago, I felt like we should have “leaned 


in” and embraced our remarkable, unique place in 





this culture, rather than run away from it, seek 
ing windmill after windmill. Maybe our audience 
didn't leave us. Maybe, just maybe, it was the other 


way around.” 


It wasn't just the addition of classic circus music that 
was generating enthusiasm among the cast and audience 
Kristen Wilson believed that all of the performers were giv 
ing a little more than they had before the announcement. 
“Everyone wanted to kick a little higher and shine a little 
brighter.” 


Production Manager Chantal Stringer agreed. “It 


helped that the audience increased which helped people 
feel good about what they were doing. People were think 


ing ‘let's really go out as The Greatest Show on Earth’” 


Jan. 25-29 - Tampa, Florida 
(Amalie Arena) 210 Miles - Railroad: CSX 
Tickets $18-85 

More sell-outs were put on the books as Circus Xtreme 
returned to Tampa, where The Greatest Show on Earth 
would give its final performances in Florida. The strong 
advance sale for the remainder of the season had manage 
ment advising performers that additional shows would be 
added to the schedule in the coming weeks. It was also in 
Tampa that Feld Entertainment advised the parents of chil 
dren traveling with the show that they would be given as 
sistance in enrolling them in schools after the circus closed 
in May. 

Although Circus Xtreme had first opened in Tampa in 
January, 2015, the show that returned two years later was 
embraced by the local media, perhaps because of the circus 
heritage that flows throughout the region. In her review of 
the show, Sharon Kennedy Wynne of the Tampa Bay Times 
correctly pointed out the differences that traditionalists 


would see at this performance: 


“For guests who haven't been to the circus in a 
while, the show will feel distant from the Ringling 
of a generation ago. Circus managers have at 
tempted to keep up with modern tastes by playing 
up extreme action sports and stunts like the kind 
youd see in the X Games. Called Circus Xtreme, the 
show has BMX trick riders, trampoline daredevils, 
parkour acrobatics, a bungee aerial skydiving dis 
play and traditional human circus performers like 


trapeze artists and clowns.” 


In Sarasota, home of many circus alumni and enthu 
siasts, Dahlia Ghabour of the Herald-Tribune gushed with 


delight: 


“As soon as Kristen Wilson, the first Ringling 
Bros. female ringmaster strides out into the ring 
and bellows ‘What's up, Tampa?’ you know you're 
in for a wild ride. The show begins with a massive, 
sharply choreographed song-and-dance number 
as they set up the storyline of the show: searching 
the globe for the next circus sensation. 

“The acts move rapidly from one to the next, 
not leaving time for boredom. The “World Famous 


Clown Alley’ act serves as funny transitions be 
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Top, The “Folklore Dancers” 
shortly before “Nitro Nicole” 
Sanders is launched as a 
human cannonball. 

Shannon Kunkle 


Middle, This time lapse 
photograph by Amanda 
Stevens shows “Nitro Nicole” 
Sanders during one of her 
final performances as the 
last Human Cannonball on 
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & 
Bailey. 


Amanda Stevens 


Bottom left, Mustafa Danguir, 
whose highwire act was a 
feature on both Circus Xtreme 
and its predecessor Built to 
Amaze. 

Shannon Kunkle 
“The Mongolian Marvels” 
troupe of acrobats were 
featured on all three seasons 
of Circus Xtreme. 

Shannon Kunkle 





tween larger acts. And knowing that the clowns 
serve as a distraction as the tech team sets up 
large equipment in the dark doesn’t detract from 
the thrill when the lighting shifts and shows you 
what's coming next. Circus Xtreme delivers what it 
promises: an exciting evening full of bright lights 
and brighter smiles, as children of all ages enjoy a 


circus wonder for the last time.” 


A number of former Ringling employees and friends of 
the show visited in Tampa, including Bello Nock, Roy and 
Cindy Wells and former Red Unit bandleader Keith Green, 
but the visitor who created the most buzz was Kenneth Feld 
who arrived January 26, making his first appearance at the 
Red Unit since the closing announcement was made. 

Feld arrived on Thursday January 26 and spent time 
talking to the performers and crew. Brett Barlow said Feld 


stopped in the band dressing room, by himself, specifically 





to speak with the musicians a couple of hours before the 





show. “As each of the guys would open the door they would 
see Kenneth sitting there. They would stop for a second and 
you could see the look on their face. It was like they were 
thinking, ‘Am I in the right room?” 

Trombonist Me 
gan O’Malley remem 
bers Feld’s meeting 
with the band. “Ken 
neth didn’t seem par 
ticularly embarrassed 
to be in the room 
with us,”’* and in a 
blog posting shortly 
after he met with the 
performers and crew 
she said, “He could 
have easily stayed 
away this week. He 
could have avoided 
the awkwardness 


of being here this A 
going § > 4 


backstage and being Megan O'Malley 


weekend, of 


eye to eye with the 
people hed just fired. 
But he didn't. He took time out of his crazy schedule to be 
here, not for just an hour or the duration of a show, but for 
several days. He was here, and if any of us wanted to rant 


at him or complain to him or smile and shake his hand, 


we had the opportunity to do it. That says something. Not 
every CEO would make time for that.””” 

O'Malley also related a private conversation that she 
had with Feld in the hallway of Tampa’s Amalie Center, “As 
I passed by he reached out and said, ‘I really like your blog; 
which I was surprised to hear. He then told me about the 
things he enjoyed and said ‘It is heartbreaking to read, and 
you give me a sense of what is actually happening on the 
show. I'm so sorry and thank you for all you have done.” 


It was also in Tampa that Kristen Wilson had only her 





second meeting with Feld since becoming ringmaster. “He 
complimented me and said that he had enjoyed himself. It 
was the biggest honor to receive from someone who had 
been with it forever” 

Nicole Sanders said her conversation with Feld was cor 
dial, but she wasn't sure if he was sincere, “He mentioned 
that Feld had other shows and he wondered if I might be 
interested in driving a Monster Truck.” 

One person who wasn't surprised about Feld’s openness 
to meeting with the staff was Production Manager Chantal 
Stringer. “He was always down to earth and willing to talk 
if people approached him.” 

Feb. 2-5 - Greenville, South Carolina 
(Bon Secours Wellness Arena) 607 Miles 
Railroads: CSX, Norfolk Southern 
Tickets $15-60 


Although Monday was a set-up day for most of the crew 
in Greenville, dozens of members of the Red Unit boarded 
a convoy of three buses to Charlotte, North Carolina where 
Out of this World was performing at the Spectrum Center. 

On Tuesday many of those same “family members” 
from the Blue show made their way 100 miles southwest to 
Greenville to see Circus Xtreme. 

There were big crowds again Tuesday night, another 
straw house the evening of Friday February 3 and again 
on Saturday February 4. Day-after-day of sell-out perfor 
mances also meant more people attending the pre-show. 
The response from the fans was becoming overwhelming 
and actually started to create issues with starting the show 


on time. “The pre-show gave us a chance to talk to people,” 





recalled Irina Prostetsova. “They loved Ringling. Everyone 
wanted a picture, and it became very difficult to talk to peo- 
ple at every performance who were crying and telling me 
how much they would miss us.” 

Ivan Vargas, a sixth generation performer embraced 


those fans. “I want people to come experience this, even if 
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it’s for a few hours,” he said. There are only a couple months 
left, and I want everyone to see this great institution before 
there's no more. It’s like inviting people into my home one 
last time.” 

t was also in Greenville that trombonist Megan 
O’Malley’s birthday was celebrated by clown alley who 
made sure that she got “pied? appropriately at “Pie Car Jr” 
There was a time when The Greatest Show on Earth 
would welcome another show “day and dating” it, but 
America’s love for football has changed that perspective, at 
least for one day of the year. On Super Bowl Sunday there 


was only a 3:00 P.M. matinee, after which many on the show 





watched the Patriots beat the Falcons 34-28 from a sports 





bar just down the street from the arena. 


Feb, 8-12 - Greensboro, North Carolina 
(Greensboro Coliseum Complex) 189 miles 


Railroad: Norfolk Southern — Tickets $15-100 


En route to Greensboro the Blue Unit's 56 railroad 


cars passed the 53 car Red Unit train as it was sitting on a 


The Red and Blue Unit trains pass in North Carolina. 


1 


7 


sidetrack near Linwood, North Carolina. Although this 
occasionally happened during a tour, those on the pair 
of mile-long trains realized it would be the last time ever. 
“The trainmaster told everyone when the trains were going 
to pass,” said Irina Prostetsova. “Then it is like a telegraph. 
Someone tells you, then you tell someone else and by the 
time they approached everyone was ready. I stood with my 
daughters on the vestibule of Car 29 and we watched and 
waved as our Blue Unit family sped by.” 

At the other end of Car 29 Benny Ibarra and Kristen 
Wilson were also standing on their vestibule. “We were 
on a sidetrack waiting, and all of a sudden Benny said ‘It’s 
coming, ” she recalled. “It was so amazing to see our mirror 
image zoom by, and then it was gone.” 

There were big crowds again in Greensboro, and among 
the thousands who attended the performance at the Coli- 
seum on Wednesday February 8 was Paul Hunt who ex- 
pressed his sorrow to a reporter from Greensboro’ Fox 8. 
“My mom used to bring me and my brothers,” Hunt said. 
“There are kids growing up that won't get to witness the 


animals, the elephants, the tigers.” 
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It wasn't just ticket scalpers and brokers who were tak- 
ing advantage of the economic principal of supply and de- 
mand. According to a Greensboro television station, the 
Coliseum itself had substantially increased ticket prices 
after the show announced it was closing. WFMY-TV re- 
ported that two tickets purchased in January for $80 were 
now priced at for $200 for the pair.* 


Feb. 15-20 - Atlanta, Georgia 
Philips Arena) 323 Miles - Railroad: Norfolk 
Southern — Tickets $28-175 


Atlanta has long been a strong circus town for Ringling 
3ros. and Barnum & Bailey. The show’s last appearance un 
der canvas in Atlanta occurred at Lakewood Park Novem 


per 11-12, 1955. According to local circus historian Rich 





ard Reynolds, after the show went into buildings in 1957, 
Atlanta didn’t have an arena large enough to accommodate 
the show. So from 1958 to 1960, the Ringling truck show 
exhibited outdoors at the Ponce de Leon Baseball Park. For 
the next 13 years the show skipped Atlanta, finally return 
ing in 1973 with an appearance by the Blue Unit at the then 
new Omni. The 103™ Edition packed the new downtown 
arena and it returned year-after-year, first to the Omni, and 
since 1999 to its successor the Philips Arena. For the past 
several seasons the downtown engagement has been fol 
owed by a second stand at the Infinite Energy Arena in 
suburban Duluth, Georgia 
nad Out of This World, the 


anta dates, and promotional 


The original 2017 route 
3lue Unit show, playing the At 
material for the new production was actually printed with 
doth the Philips Arena and The Infinite Energy Arena as 
the venue. The itinerary had to be changed at the beginning 


of the year when it was determined the arena in suburban 








Juluth was not equipped for the ice floor now required for 


the Blue Unit.? As a result the Red Unit was routed back 





into Georgia for the two dates covering 19 days in February 
and March." Because of this route change, Atlantans saw 
Circus Xtreme in 2017, the same show, albeit without el 
ephants, that had been presented in the two metro Atlanta 
arenas almost exactly 12 months before. 

The Philips Arena holds about 19,000 for an NBA bas 
ketball game, and although some of the seating was draped 
to create the backstage area, it was one of the larger venues 
the Red Unit played in 2017, and it was at near capacity for 
every performance." 

Despite the lift that comes from playing to a huge appre- 


ciative audience, many on the show were shocked to hear of 
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the unexpected death of a friend and former colleague Na 
dia Tarasova. Although she was no longer performing with 
the circus, she had been with the Red Unit for many years, 
as a dancer, aerialist and human cannonball. The circus 
started making plans for a memorial service which would 
be held after the show moved to suburban Duluth. 
Atlanta-based Chick-fil-A has long been a sponsor of 


Ringling Bros. and Barnum and Bailey, and while the show 





was In Georgia clowns rom the show made 26a dpearances 


at libraries and Chick-fil-A restaurants, promoting the cir- 
cus’ long-time educational outreach program tied to chil 
dren's literacy.* 

It was at one of those events that one of the circus clowns 
was questioned about his plans for the future. Twenty-six 
year old Ivan Vargas turned the tables on the reporter and 
instead spoke of the present. “I live in Las Vegas and there 


is probably a lot of stuff there I could audition for, but right 





now I| am very focused on finishing Ringling Bros. strong 
and giving 100 percent every performance. Come May, | 


will figure it out.” 


Feb. 23-Mar. 5 - Duluth, Georgia 
(Infinite Energy Center) 0 Miles — Tickets: $28-103 


After closing at the Philips Center in downtown Atlan 
ta, the performers and props moved to suburban Gwinnett 
County while the Red Unit train stayed in the Atlanta rail 
yard for the 10 days the show was in Duluth. Cast and crew 
traveled by bus from the runs to the arena each day, a trip 
that could take 45-minutes because of Atlanta's notorious 
traffic jams. 

Show promoters predicted the Atlanta stands would be 
a success and they were correct. Anticipating the crowds, 
two shows had been added in January for both of the Sun 
days that the show was in Duluth. Those additional perfor 
mances brought thousands more to the arena.‘ 

On Saturday February 25 Kenneth Feld along with his 
wife Bonnie, rejoined the show for the first time since his 
visit in Tampa in late January. Feld supervised arrange 
ments to bring Nadia Tarasova’s husband, aerialist Dima 
Dolgikh and their young son Sasha, from Philadelphia for a 
memorial service held after the second show on the arena’s 
third floor concourse.“ 

It was during one of the performances in Duluth, band- 
leader Brett Barlow was responsible for what he called “the 
dumbest thing anyone had ever done in my 23 years on the 
show a 


“I thought one of the sound men, Ben Spencer, was 
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Top, Nick Lambert joined the 
Red Unit in November of 2015 
and was part of the last group 
of clowns to perform with The 
Greatest Show on Earth. 
Shannon Kunkle 


Middle, Gabor Hrisafis head- 

butts Brian Wright during the 

opening act clown blowoff. 
Dan Kleintop 


Bottom left, Clown Gabor 
Hrisafis does a victory dance 
during the opening act of 
Circus Xtreme. 

Shannon Kunkle 


Bottom right, Irina Prostetsova 
was a featured performer on 
the Red Unit for five seasons, 
making her debut on Built to 
Amaze in 2013. 

Amanda Stevens 





Irina Prostetsova 

eavesdropping on the closed circuit microphone I used to 
communicate with the band, At intermission I confronted 
him and dumped an entire bottle of water on him. What I 
hadn't realized was that he was standing next to our very 
expensive monitor console which immediately shorted 
out the sound for the entire arena. The sound guys lost 
their minds. They tried to limit the damage but there was 
nothing they could do. Fortunately there was a spare con 
sole and they were able to swap it out as the intermission 
was stretched. After about 15 minutes we were back in 


business.”* 





Irina Prostetsova also remembers Duluth for an en 
counter she hadn't anticipated with Kenneth Feld. “I was 
very sad at the time. Not only was my future uncertain, but 
my close friend Nadia had died just a few days before, and 
now Mr. Feld was there,” she said. “I had always thought 
of him as a superstar, and I was very respectful of him, but 
after the announcement that the show was closing, I was 
very angry 

“I had seen him backstage from far away, but I didn't 


want to talk to him. After the show I stayed in my dress 





ing room for a very long time hoping I could avoid him,” 


she reflected. “Finally when I walked out he was standing 
there and our eyes met. I walked toward him and suddenly 
I began crying like a child. We were never very close but 
always believed that he supported me during some difficult 
times in my life. | guess I always thought of him as a fa 
ther figure, and here I was, like a kid crying. It was embar 
rassing, but he embraced me and held me like I was one o 
his daughters and he said ‘Irina, everything is going to be 
ok?” 
The show held a barbeque for the staff in Duluth, anc 


shortly after finishing her meal, Kristen Wilson startec 





feeling ill. “I had a terrible feeling of heartburn and I went 
into the production office to see if either Chantal Stringer 


or Rob Lange might have some heartburn medication,’ she 





recalled. “Both of them asked if I was ok, and told them 





wasn't. I loaded up on Tums and I made it through the per 
formance. After that I felt great for the final shows and the 


train ride to Cincinnati.” 


Mar. 10-19 — Cincinnati, Ohio 
(U.S. Bank Arena) 472 Miles 


Tickets $15-68 


Railroad: 


On opening day in Cincinnati, bandleader Brett Bar 
low received a cryptic text from Chantal Stringer. “Do you 
smell smoke?” Barlow's immediate thought was that the 
train might be on fire. Another text. “Something is burning.” 
[hen he realized what she was saying. Barlow would rou 


tinely check in with the Production Manager with a simple 





question, “Is anything on fire?” It was his way of finding out 
whether to expect anything unusual in the performance 
Today she reached out to him. There was a problem 

“T was told Kristen had a bronchial infection,” he re 
called. “She wasn’t going to be able to perform her duties 
as our singing ringmaster. Chantal told me that Tabata 
Maluenda, the daughter of tiger trainer Taba Maluenda, 
was going to be ringmaster for the Cincinnati opening and 
probably the next day. I didn’t think it was going to work 


She had been practicing as Kristen’s understudy, but the 





understudy thing was never taken seriously in the 23 years 
I was with the show.” 
Stringer explained how Tabata was chosen for the 


prominent role. “She had auditioned for the pre-show un 





derstudy and we discussed that she might be a possibility 
to replace Kristen should she become ill. Every week we 
would do an opening day rehearsal and try to use the un 
derstudy to give them the experience of doing the show. 
By the time we got to Cincinnati she had done a lot of the 


show, but not all of it.” 
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Despite the challenges facing the 19-year-old she re- 
ceived encouragement from all corners of the show. “I was 
a little concerned about her doing the countdown,” said 
Human Cannonball Nicole Sanders. “I didn't want her to go 
too fast or too slow, so we rehearsed once. She did fine.” 

Production Manager Stringer agreed. “She got it. She 
knew what was involved and did it. I think she could have 
either gone out and sold it, or else it would have been too 
overwhelming. But she did it and she did a good job?™ 

What was originally believed to be a bronchial infec 
tion was actually a quite serious gall bladder attack, and 
Kristen Wilson spent the next week in a Cincinnati hospi 
tal on powerful antibiotics, refusing surgery until after the 
show closed in Providence.** Meantime Tabata continued 
to fill-in as ringmaster throughout the first week of the 
Cincinnati engagement, announcing the various acts with 
the musical numbers covered by a recording of Williams 
that was made months earlier at Feld Studios in Ellenton, 
Florida. 

While in Cincinnati the American Federation of Mu 
sicians and Feld Entertainment wrapped up its severance 
agreement with the musicians on both shows, something 
that had dragged on in part because there wasn't a clause in 
the union contract that specifically addressed what would 
happen if the show closed permanently. 

On March 8, former Human Cannonball Brian Miser 
visited the show and told several people he was considering 
buying one of the rail cars that would be auctioned when 
the show closed. Meanwhile the current cannonball, Nicole 
Sanders told the Dayton Daily News, “It's devastating that 
it’s coming to an end. It’s more than losing a job - we're like 
family. You live with each other and interact with each oth 
er all day, every day. We love each other and have incredible 
respect for one another.” 

Tragedy struck the Mongolian troupe of acrobats while 


in Cincinnati as one of the cast members died unexpect 





edly. A traditional Mongolian memorial service was held 
for her March 18. 

As in Atlanta, Circus Xtreme, was making its second 
visit to Cincinnati within the past 12 months, having played 
the U.S. Bank Arena in March of 2016. 


Mar. 23-26 - Norfolk, Virginia 
(Scope Arena) 606 Miles - Railroad: Norfolk 
Southern - Tickets $28 and up 


This was the longest run of the season and the train 


arrived five hours early. While en route to Norfolk several 





Claudia Porter from the Red Unit Wardrobe Department 
and Susan Burcham, an electrician from the train crew, 
wave from the Red Unit train. 


performers were told that they had been granted interviews 
with a talent scout from Cirque du Soleil who would be 
visiting the show at the invitation of Feld management and 
Ringling’s Director of Talent Vinicio Murillo.” That week 
the agent for the Montreal-based company was on hand at 
performances of both the Red Unit in Norfolk and the Blue 
Unit in Richmond where he interviewed several perform 

ers from both circuses. 

The Red Unit's Circus Xtreme had last played the Scope 
Arena in 2015 with elephants, and the opening perfor- 
mances were the first in some time that the show wasn't 
sold out. Friday and Saturday's audiences were lighter than 
normal, though the two Sunday shows attracted much larg 
er crowds. 

While the circus was at the Scope, fire juggler Vicki 
Zsilak spoke about her experience with The Greatest Show 
on Earth. “This is the best show in the world. They have 
school and teachers for the family and that’s what we have 


become, one big family. The other acts teach each other and 





work with the children. It’s sad to think about family like 
that splitting apart.” 

When the circus set up in big military towns like Nor 
folk, train maintenance electrician and army wife Susan 
Burcham would often treat service members and their fam 
ilies to a performance. Because of the increased demand 
on tickets, her ability to get free or discounted tickets was 
diminished. “I took a military family of four to the show in 
Norfolk, and I paid for the tickets myself she said. “It was 
ok. I wasn't working for the circus because I was starving 
to death, I was there because I loved it. The money I made 


was a bonus.”’ 
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Mar. 29-Apr 2 - Hampton, Virginia 


(Hampton Coliseum) 138 
Norfolk Southern, CSX - * 


Although it is only 17 mi 


as the crow flies, there is no 


Miles - Railroads: 
Tickets $20-98 


es from Norfolk to Hampton 


railroad bridge between the 


two towns, so the train traveled north to Richmond on the 


Norfolk Southern, then sout 
distance of 138 miles, a trip t 
day. The train left Norfolk’s La 


n on the CSX to Hampton, a 
hat will take nearly the entire 
mbert Point Yard at 7:00 A.M. 


and didn't get spotted in Hampton until 7:25 P.M. Along 


the way the train made a run through Williamsburg, Vir- 





ginia where hordes of rail and circus fans greeted the train 
as performers signed autographs and hundreds snapped 
photos and shot video of the final circus train to visit the 
historic community. 

While in Hampton, Benny Ibarra, who was performing 
the Wheel of Death, spoke of his more than 20 years as a 
circus performer. “It’s all my emotions at one time. For ex 
ample, my act is only five minutes, but my adrenaline goes 
from 0-to-1002™ 

Another long-time performer, Taba Maluenda talked 
about his performance, and specifically his relationship 
with his 14 tigers. “I treat the tigers the same as my son and 
daughter,” he said. “They don’t scare me - they trust me. 
They need to respect me: ‘Papa says I can do this, Papa says 


I can't do that? In the arena, I’m in charge.”* 


Apr. 5-9 ~ Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania 
(Mohegan Sun Arena) 380 Miles — Railroads: CSX, 
Norfolk Southern — Tickets: $15 and up 


The Red Unit train traveling from Harrisburg to Wilkes- 
Barre. 


Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey had visited the 
Mohegan Sun Arena 18 times since it opened in 1999 and 
over the past 28 years the circus had become the facility's 
second-longest tenured show after the Harlem Globetrot- 
ters. 

It was in Wilkes-Barre where the Red Unit elephants 
gave their final performance May 1, 2016, and now almost 
11 months to the day animal rights activists were back, some 
dressed as tigers as a sound truck near the arena blasted the 
song “We Are the Champions” from loudspeakers.” 

It shouldn't come as a surprise if this appearance 
seemed like déja vu for the cast and audience. Although 
Tonka, Mable, Asia, Luna and April had left the show after 
their final performance in the spring of 2016, Circus Xtreme 
had now been booked into the same arena with the same 
show, sans elephants, for three consecutive years. 

A close observer of the 2017 performance would have 
noticed a couple of minor adjustments in the opening show 
Wednesday April 5. Benny [barra’s “Wheel of Death” wasn't 
quite the same. Benny wasn't feeling well that day and some 
minor adjustments were made to the act. The good news 
was that Anna Danguir was back on the high wire with her 
husband Mustafa following the birth of their son Amir. The 
couple had exchanged vows the previous July in Houston 
in a ceremony performed on the high wire, with Mustafa 
riding into the arena on a camel and Anna doing the splits 
at the “altar” 30 feet in the air.‘ 

The April 5‘ performance was also marked by a heavy 
downpour. Because of the tight backstage area in Wilkes 
Barre, the doors had to be kept open to allow for the BMX 
bicycle act and others to enter, something that made the 
backstage area and ultimately the arena floor very slippery. 
As a result both the tiger and BMX acts were shortened 
because of the wet arena. 

Among those mopping up rainwater and spreading 
sawdust backstage and on the arena floor was General 
Manager Rob Lange. “Rob was such a strong leader,” re- 
called Kristen Wilson. “He led by example and consistently 
demonstrated that none of us was above any job to make 
the show perfect. He embodied the spirit of teamwork that 
makes up a circus.” 

It was also in Wilkes-Barre that some members of the 
train crew used their ingenuity to fund a party for their 
department. Raymond Alsby, Junior Sanvictores and D. 
J. Reynolds had been collecting scrap metal from the rail 
yards and possum bellies of the Ringling train with the un 
derstanding that the steel and aluminum would be thrown 


away when the cars were sold. After taking the metal to 
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Top, “The Desert Goddesses” camel 
act was a feature for all three 
seasons of Circus Xtreme. The six 
performing camels along with one 
backup traveled in a special truck 
built specifically for the act’s debut in 
2015. 

Dan Kleintop 


Middle, “The Final Load-in.” Dunkin’ 
Donut Center, Providence, Rhode 
Island. May 3, 2017. 


Claudia Porter 


Lower left, clown Taylor Albin flips 
over Brian Wright during the opening 
act clown blowoff. 

Amanda Stevens 


Olha Peresada performs during the 
“Sirens of the Sea” aerial mermaid 
clan 

Dan Kleintop 


Irina Prostetsova and daughter Valentina enjoy the Easter 
festivities with Kristen Michelle Wilson. 


Father Richard Notter, Father Francis Cranco and Father Jerry 
Hogan with performers Gabor Hrisafis and Victoria Zsilak. 


a scrap recycling plant they were able to get enough 
cash to fund a small party for their department near 
Car 57. Pie Car chef Uncle John Montgomery grilled 
the steaks, baked potatoes for the crew and prepared 
Creamcicle Jello shots. The party went well into the 
evening and for the train crew was one of the most 


memorable events of the season.” 


Apr. 14-16 - Worcester, Massachusetts 

(DCU Center) 270 Miles - Railroads: Norfolk 
Southern, Pan Am Railways 

Tickets $25-170 


One of the highlights of Worcester was the Easter 
Mass and egg hunt, held before the performances on 
Sunday April 16, the last day of the stand. Although 
the egg hunt had become a tradition, the Easter Ser 
vice was the first for the Red Unit in many seasons.” 

Father Jerry Hogan has been the national circus 
chaplain for 24 years having been appointed by the 
U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops. As he spoke 
with his circus congregation he talked about the im 
portance of family and about the changes that were 
happening to those who called the circus home. 
“You'll grow,’ he told them. “It's not the end of the 
world. You'll be able to survive this.” He also prom- 
ised to join them for the final stand in Providence. 

The Easter party, organized by Rebecca Williams 
of the Wardrobe Department, is an annual affair 
which features candy, an egg hunt, and for the first 
time this year, the Wardrobe Department's Claudia 
Porter as the Easter Bunny making her arrival on 
camelback. 

Porter was representative of the thousands of be- 
hind the scenes heroes whose work over 146 seasons 
was essential to the performance, yet rarely seen by 
the public. An eight year veteran of the Red Unit, she 
followed the same routine in each city. “On load-out 
I would collect all of the laundry from the dressing 
rooms,’ she recalled. “If they went to dry cleaning 
they would go out when we arrived in the next town. 
We traveled with four washers and three dryers in big 
crates. When we arrived at the new arena we would 
open the boxes, pull out the hoses and connect to the 
water source. We were entirely self-contained.” It was 
because of the dedication of Claudia Porter and the 
other seven members of the wardrobe department 
that the costumes always looked fresh and new, even 
after weeks on the road.” 
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Apr. 21-23 - Manchester, New Hampshire 
(SNHU Arena) 74 Miles — Railroad: Pan Am 
Railways - Tickets $15-128 


The area around Manchester, New Hampshire had 
been an important part of the route of The Greatest Show 
on Earth since its earliest days. During the inaugural sea- 
son of 1871, P. T. Barnum’s Museum, Menagerie, Caravan 
and Hippodrome traveled throughout New England, and 
the one-ring wagon show played four New Hampshire cit- 
ies that August. Manchester was also one of the places that 
Jumbo visited during his first American tour in 1882, as 
did Lillian Leitzel in 1910, her first season with Barnum 
& Bailey. However this time as the trains rolled into the 
Manchester rail yard it signaled the end of a legacy, rather 
than a beginning. 

It was now only three weeks until Circus Xtreme, the 


Red Unit, would close forever 
was planned in the rail yard t 


with Benny Ibarra in charge o 


. A big potluck barbeque 
he night the show arrived, 


‘the grill. Things didn't go 


according to plan however, and just as the food was near- 
ing its final preparation the skies opened and the cast and 


crew scrambled for shelter in the vestibules and corridors 





of the circus train. Circus people adapt to change well and 
the party continued. Kristen Wilson remembered the eve- 
ning well. “We listened to music, talked and toasted, and 


we decided then that rather than focus on the negatives we 





would turn our final days together into fun. Our toast that 
night became “Three weeks of FUN!’ which over the next 
month gradually changed to “Two weeks of FUN!’ and at 
the end ‘One more day of FUN!” 

“Tt was great,” recalled train electrician Susan Burcham. 
“Everybody was turning every possible negative into a pos- 


itive and we were able to embrace each other even more.” 


Apr. 27-30 - Hartford, Connecticut 
(XL Center) 160 Miles — Railroad: Pan Am 
Railways, CSX - Tickets $20-150 


The opening performance in Hartford was very well 
attended, and after the crowds had left, the Red Unit held 
its annual “No Talent Talent Show” emceed by clowns 
Steven Craig and Ben Wright. The private performance 
included a dance routine by the show’s Brazilian dancers 
and a comedy magic act presented by clown Matthew Lish. 
There was also an act featuring Claudia Porter and several 
of the children from the nursery dressed in gowns made 


of plastic bags used by the Concession Department. Mu- 


The clowns perform on Circus Extreme. 


sic was abundant that night with Chantal Stringer singing 
“Summertime” from Porgy and Bess, accompanied by her 
husband Richard on guitar and son Liam on trumpet. An 
ensemble made up of Kristen Williams, Lina Angelina and 
Truett Adams sang the Christina Aguilera song “Welcome,” 
the same number Williams had sung in her audition to be- 
come ringmaster.” 

For many of those in attendance the lyrics were a poi- 


gnant reminder of what was to come: 


Welcome to the greatest show 
Greatest Show on Earth 

You've never seen before 

Here the fairy-tale unfolds 

What's behind the smoke and glass? 
Painted faces, everybody wears a mask. 
Are you selling them your soul? 
Well you'll be left out in the cold 

Is it all blue skies? 

Fun and games until you fall 

Then youre left without anyone at all 
You're riding on a shooting star 
With a smile upon your face 

But soon the shine fades 

And you're left out all alone 
Wondering where did they all go. 


On Saturday April 29 Benny Ibarra was injured during 
the Wheel of Death act, and according to bandleader Brett 
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Barlow tragedy was narrowly averted. “Benny was coming 
around the circle on the inside and he fell to the ground. He 
was lucky he wasn't clocked when the wheel came around. 
As soon as I saw him fall the audience made the noise that 
it always makes when something goes wrong. I said to the 
band, ‘get ready for Twelfth Street Rag; the emergency 
number that would have brought out the clowns.” Barlow 
said that “Twelfth Street Rag” had been the emergency mu 


sic for the 23 years that he has been with Ringling Bros. and 





Barnum & Bailey. “A really good clown knows that when 
the music starts to grab their clubs and hit the floor, but 
Benny got up pretty quick and we continued going” 
Production Manager Chantal Stringer was also watch 
ing the act. “I had never seen that before. I got on the mic 


and told Brett to move on with Taba’s tiger act, then I said 


‘wait a second, he’s getting back on!’ Benny finished the act 
which we didn't expect him to do. 
For a number of those with the show, Hartford present 
ed the final time to walk to the old Barbour Street show 
grounds, scene of the July 6, 1944 circus fire that claimed 


167 lives and injured another 700 





Kristen Wilson was one of those who walked the short 
distance from the rail yard to the old circus grounds. “That 
night I was interacting with some of the guests and an el 
derly gentleman told me our show was only the second 
time he had ever gone to the circus. The first time was in 


1944 when he was 10 years old. Now he was going with his 





daughter and grandchild. The whole time he told the story 
there were tears streaming down his face. That final show in 
Hartford was very emotional for me? 

Trombone player Megan O'Malley was also one of 
those who went to the old circus lot, stopping to read about 
the disaster on the various memorials that are now on the 
site and seeing the diagram of where the tents and rings 
were that day 

“I was pleased to see that where the bandstand had 
een that day a dogwood tree had been planted,” she re 
called. “I looked toward the center ring, and tried to imag 
ine it. The relative normalcy of the show, the music moving 
along smoothly...and then everything changes. And the 
pandmaster has to make that awful choice, and gives the 
band the cue to play the Disaster March. There was one 
more thing to do before I left. I looked around to make sure 


no one was watching and the kids were far enough away. | 








pulled out a little token Id brought, a small jar containing 
a little vodka. I poured it out around the bandstand tree. 
Cheers to my windjammer predecessors. See you down the 


road.””* 


May. 4-7 — Providence, Rhode Island 
(Dunkin Donut Center) 111 Miles — Railroads: 
CSX, Providence and Worcester - Tickets: $20-178 


This was the final run for the Red Unit, created in 1969 
by Irvin Feld as a showcase for Gunther Gebel-Williams. 
In recent years the show had become a themed production 
with titles such as Zing Zang Zoom and Built to Amaze, 
while an earlier generation had thrilled to Red Unit per 
formances by stars such as Lou Jacobs, King Tusk, David 
Larible, Dolly Jacobs and Bello Nock. 

The train arrived early in Providence, and on the eve 


ning of May 3 the entire staff was invited to a final “Cast 





Party,” an elegant dinner staged on the arena floor under 
fabric ribbons which flowed down from the overhead rig 
ging creating a colorful tent effect, harkening back to the 
years when the circus was presented under a canvas big 
top. 

“Tt was a great way to finish,” said Production Manager 
Chantal Stringer. “The arena was transformed by Kathryn 
Noland into a beautiful intimate venue.” Kristen Wilson 
agreed. “It was a festive party, and everyone was dressed as 
though it was a black-tie dinner.” 

After a sumptuous steak dinner washed down with 
Champagne, the annual staff awards were presented 
Among those being “honored” was bandleader and trum 
pet player Brett Barlow. After 23 years with the Red Unit 
he received an award for longevity, along with “The David 
Shipman Award” which is given annually to “the person 
who did the stupidest thing of the season.” It was presented 
to Barlow for his indiscretion in Duluth, Georgia, where he 
had dumped the bottle of water into the soundboard dur 
ing intermission, causing thousands of dollars in damage 
and tremendous anxiety amongst the sound crew.” 

[he awards were voted on by other members of the cast 
and crew. Susan Burcham, whose job as an electrician on 
the train had her up early each morning greeting perform 
ers on their way to work was presented with “The Happiest 
Person in the Morning Award,’ and one of the most genuine 
honors went to “Nitro Nicole” Sanders, who was given the 
“See You Down the Road” award, presented to “the person 
you would most want to run into after the show closed’ 

The party continued until very late in the evening, fin 
ishing with the “Cupid Shuffle,” the traditional music the 
Red Unit floor crew had played during load-out for nearly a 
decade. By the time the line dance had finished dozens were 
on the arena floor, dancing together for the last time.* 


The Greatest Show on Earth, made its first appearance 
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Taba Maluenda presents the tiger act. 
Dan Kleintop 


Asthe Red Unitband plays, Ringmaster 
Kristen Michelle Wilson sings the 
National Anthem while Jessica Togni 
rides “Colonel” while led by Alexandre 
Petrov. 

Dan Kleintop 


The Red and Blue Units meet up in 
Greenville, South Carolina. 
Megan O'Malley 


Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey's 
first female Ringmaster, Kristen 
Michelle Wilson. 


Amanda Stevens 


in Providence, Rhode Island during its inaugural season of 
1871 when it exhibited on June 2-3. For the next 146 years 
the circus made an annual trek to the Rhode Island capi 
tal, where audiences were always supportive. According to 
the Providence Journal, on June 21, 1927, almost exactly 90 
years before the final performance of the Red Unit, some 
50,000 fans turned out to see the show with 20,000 of them 
being turned away. Providence also saw one of the final 
performances under canvas on June 19, 1956, although the 
show was back in 1957 for a six-day indoor stand at the 
Rhode Island Auditorium 

The Dunkin’ Donuts Center, originally known as the 
Providence Civic Center, had hosted Ringling Bros. and 
Barnum & Bailey since the arena opened in 1972, includ 
ing a performance May 4, 2014 where nine Blue Unit per 
formers were hospitalized when a Human Chandelier act 
fell from its rigging. Following that accident the circus was 
fined $7,000 by OSHA for a safety violations and eight of 
those performers filed suit against the companies involved 


in producing the rigging. The performers did not, however, 
sue the circus.® 

The final eight performances of Circus Xtreme were 
scheduled in Providence, with the opening Thursday May 
1. The morning started with a staff meeting where informa 
tion was given on the final shows, transportation following 
the last performance and other details associated with the 
show closing. Foreign performers without new jobs would 
lose their work visas shortly after the final show and the 
Felds would cover plane tickets and reimburse mileage for 
road trips home.™ 

Following the final rehearsal and a few hours before 
that evening's performance, the band went to a Mongolian 


grill called “Fire and Ice,” just across the street from the 





arena. Brett Barlow's memory of that lunch was wistful. “I 


thought, ‘this is it - this is the last time we are going to be 
together?”* 

The show that night was a sellout 

The final six-pack of weekend performances were all 
straw houses, but for nearly everyone on the show there 
was a sadness unlike anything ever experienced. “It was 
a horrible countdown, and you couldn't drag your feet to 
slow it down,” said Megan O'Malley adding, “Usually you 
would dread a six-pack, but this was one weekend where we 
had nothing to look forward to. Normally I would say that I 
wished the day was over, but now I would have worked an- 
other six shows, and another 12 and another 18 if it meant 
I could keep this.”* 

Meanwhile the cast and crew were also preparing their 


move from the railroad coaches they had called home. “I 
had a lot of stuff on the train. I got a U-Haul and moved 
a little every day,’ said Irina Prostetsova. Yet as Chantal 
Stringer recalled there was still work to be done, “I was try 
ing not to think about it and get too sentimental. It was on 
everyone's mind but we still had shows to put on and things 
to do,” 

May 7. “Worst. Day. Ever.” wrote Megan O'Malley. 

“The final time putting on my RBBB Circus Xtreme 
makeup,” Ivan Vargas captioned an Instagram photo of 
himself 

Chantal Stringer said that final day, Sunday May 7, was 
extremely hectic for those in the front office. “They wanted 
to take a company photo between shows. On a normal day 
that is difficult to organize. The Felds were there and every 
one wanted to take pictures with them. There were a lot of 
corporate people there, along with the media.”* 

The cast arrived that Sunday morning knowing their 
final performances would come within a matter of hours. 
“It was very hard,” said Irina Prostetsova. “My mind had 
been focused on the fact that I wasn’t going to perform 
any more, but at some time over the past few months I had 
come to realize that the anger I had when I first heard the 
announcement was now in the past. I now realized what 
the most important thing was. It was not performing with 
Ringling Bros. It was family.” 

“I drove from the train to the arena with Koji Kraft and 
Perry Perry from the BMX act, and we were listening to 
the radio, crying the whole way,’ said Kristen Wilson. “But 
once we got there I took a few minutes to lock down my 
emotions and I think I was able to hold it together through 
the first two shows. Before the evening show I saw a conces- 
sion vendor named “Nixon” sitting by himself on one of the 
big crates in the back. He had been with Ringling for years. 
I sat next to him thinking I could give him comfort, but 
before I could say anything Nixon turned to me and said 


‘You were a really good ringmaster’ That meant everything 


in the world to me, and we then cried silently together: 
For Brett Barlow the past few months reminded him of 
a Sesame Street book he used to read his children titled The 
Monster at the End of this Book. The story has the lovable 
character Grover telling the reader there is a monster com 
ing at the end, building anxiety and anticipation, only to 
reveal on the final page that the monster is just Grover him 
self, and maybe not as scary as he might have imagined.” 


The Red Unit gathered for a final circus mass that Sun- 





day, and heard a prayer from Circus and Traveling Show 


Ministries’ Father Francis Cancro: 
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“Bless with your holy light concession workers, 
floor crews, transportation crews and office workers 
and all who make the world of the circus a reality by 
their labor. 

“Bless those who manifested beauty through the use 
of their gifts and talents as they walk, run, jump and fly 


across the sky. Send your angels as their protection.” 


Dozens of Ringling alumni attended the performances 
that day, including Chimgee Haltarhuu, a former acrobat 
with the Mongolian State Circus who flew in from her home 
in Minnesota to personally thank Kenneth Feld for hiring 
her in the 1990s. By joining the Ringling circus she was able 
to leave an abusive marriage in Mongolia where there were 
no options for victims of domestic abuse. “Ringling saved 
my life,” she said. “We have built a good life. I have a house. 
I have a good job and a good husband.” She now makes 
an annual trip to Mongolia where she presents free circus 
demonstrations that allow her to start conversations with 
women and children about abuse.” 

[he first two shows on Sunday May 7' were similar to 
the others that had been presented that abbreviated sea 
son. Benny Ibarra was back on “The Wheel of Death” for 
the morning show, but missed the afternoon matinee, and 
the clowns did a walk-around as the band played “Twelfth 
»o4 


Street Rag. 


Unlike past performances, the evening show on May 7" 





started with Kenneth and Bonnie Feld, along with daugh 


Nicole, Juliette, Bonnie and Kenneth Feld with Kristen 
Michelle Wilson in Providence, Rl. 


ters Juliette and Nicole on the arena floor, thanking those 
who had made Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey The 
Greatest Show on Earth. 

“It’s extraordinary to see this town without a zip code 
working together, traveling around America and giving an 
example of team work, camaraderie and family,’ Feld said 
to the packed arena. 

The show continued to run its course, until the final 


act before intermission, when Nicole Sanders entered the 





barrel of her cannon concealing a special surprise for those 
in attendance. When stage manager Boris Poniatovski fired 
the cannon, “Nitro Nicole” sailed through the arena spread 
ing a contrail of glitter confetti behind her. 

During intermission there was a toast in the band 
dressing room, Everyone just raised their glasses and no 
one said anything. According to Brett Barlow there was 
nothing left to say.” 

The second half of the show was now underway and 
the minutes were zooming by. Near the end of the tiger act, 
emotions got the best of Taba Maleunda who broke down 
as his cats prepared for their last trick together. Taba was 
one of the few performers with his own microphone anc 


it picked up a sob that was heard throughout the arena. He 





summoned one of his 13 tigers down from her perch and 





buried his face in her fur, then thanked each tiger as it left 


the cage 


At that point the bald Chilean with a scar on his face 
turned to his 19-year-old daughter Tabata, who was stand 
ing on the other side of the cage door, where she had been 
since she was seven. 


“Tabata, I’m sorry for papa stayed and took care of these 





animals and forgetted about you,” he said. “That's never 
gonna happen again - papa love you.” He then kneeled and 
kissed the center of the ring. 


As the last performance of Circus Xtreme came to a 





conclusion the band played the finale music, and ringmas 
ter Kristen Michelle Wilson, the show’s first and last female 
ringmaster, invited the entire company to the arena floor 
where she recognized everyone from the concession and 
train crew to the nursery school attendants. Then she sin- 
gled out the floor and backstage workers. “These men anc 
women wear all black and operate in the darkness so that 
we can shine in the spotlight,” she said.”* 

Wilson then sang “Auld Lang Syne” accompanied only 


by Tom McDonough on piano. As the Feld family joinec 





those on the floor of the arena, those who had made the 





Red Unit their home said their goodbyes, and the band 


Bandwagon 





ended the performance by playing “Entry of the Gladia- 
tors” one final time. 

Those who witnessed the last performances of Circus 
Xtreme or Out of This World, either in person or online, 
saw the finale of a grand circus parade that began 146 years 
earlier when P.T. Barnum was coaxed back into the circus 
business by William Cameron Coup and Dan Castello. 
Over the years the spectacle was guided by James A. Bailey, 
the Ringling brothers, John Ringling North and the Felds. 

This magnificent parade that ran nearly 150 years fea 
tured a kaleidoscope of circus talent never duplicated nor 
equaled. From Leitzel and Codona to Concello, Gaona and 
Vasquez, year after year the lofty domes of tents and arenas 
were filled with those who performed where angels feared 
to tread. From Mabel Stark to Alfred Court, Charly Bau 
mann to Gunther Gebel-Williams, they all controlled the 
center ring while presenting animals that could be trained 
but never tamed. And the laughter produced by Lou Jacobs, 
Emmett Kelly, Otto Griebling, Bello Nock, Barry Lubin and 
an army of clowns will never be matched. 

Merle Evans and the dozens of musicians who played 
continuously throughout performances had created the at 
mosphere for tens of thousands of performances that fea 
tured May Wirth, the Cristianis, Bird Millman, Unus and 


Con Colleano, just a handful of the hundreds of perform 











ers who became household names based on their skill and 
daring. Their work was enhanced by hundreds of showgirls 
and dancers choreographed and costumed by those such as 
Richard Barstow, John Murray Anderson, Miles White and 
Don Foote. 

And there were those who made it tick. Fred Bradna 
and Count Nicholas. Tim Holst, Bob Dover and Harold 
Ronk, along with Tuffy Genders, Rudy Bundy, and dozens 
of other names that are fading from memory such as Pat 
Valdo, Noyelles Burkhart, Jimmy Whalen, Roland Butler, 
John Snellen and Babe Boudinot. If they were the great 
est in the world of circus, ultimately they were part of The 
Greatest Show on Earth 


Of course there were literally thousands behind the 





scenes who moved and built the show, cared for the ani 





mals and fed those who traveled with it, along with those 
who sold concessions and drove wagons or worked two 


weeks ahead of the show, posting lithographs for perfor- 





mances they never saw. Each of them is a part of the legacy 
and history of what was once billed as “The World’s Grand 
est, Largest, Best, Amusement Institution,’ which it was for 
seven generations. 


As Peggy Williams remarked after spending 48 years 


5d 


with the circus, “Truth be told, all of us who worked at 
Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey should be grateful for 
the opportunity to have been among the colorful threads in 
the fabric of The Greatest Show on Earth,” 

“We never say goodbye to the circus life,” Kristen Mi 
chelle Wilson reminded the crowd as she removed her 
ringmaster top hat one last time. “All we can say is we'll see 
you down the road. So ladies and gentlemen. Children of 


all ages. Thank you. We'll see you down the road.”” Bw 


About the author 


THE 
GREATEST 


Chris Berry's two passions are broadcasting and the cir 
cus — though not necessarily in that order. Growing up just 
outside of Sarasota, Chris had the opportunity to meet some 
of the great circus stars of the 20'" Century and the fire was 
lit. By the time he was 14 Chris was a member of the Circus 
Historical Society and a regular volunteer at the old Circus 
Hall of Fame. Chris’ interest in circus history and expertise 
in the area of circus lithographs blossomed as he was men 
tored by some of America’s most respected circus historians 
Following a career with CBS and ABC where he held execu 
tive positions in Los Angeles, Washington DC, New York and 
Chicago, Chris now serves as Senior Vice President at iHeart 
Media where he oversees the radio giant’ national news op 
eration and manages NBC News Radio, dividing his time 
between gathering and distributing the news of today, and 


researching the history of the circus in America 
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Irina Prostetsova performs on May 4, 2017 in Providence. Taba Maluenda performs in Providence. 
Amanda Stevens Amanda Stevens 





The train crosses the Tunkhannock Creek Viaduct in Pennsylvania. Bill Christian 
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Circus Historical Society Annual Convention 
July 18-21, 2018 Baraboo Wisconsin 
Registration Form 


Name 





Guest(s) 





Street Address 





City State/Prov. Postal Code 





Country 


Home phone Cell phone 








Registration fees [Member or guest(s)] $130.00 each # 


Registration fees [Non-member] $190.00 each # 


Registration fees include a Circus World Museum pass good all days and a tour of the Circus World Museum library 


Late Registration Fees 
After June 18 and before July 8 $50.00 


On or after July 9 $75.00 


Al. Ringling Theatre tour ticket(s) $15.00 


Extra banquet ticket(s) $30.00 


TOTAL (check or money order payable in US dollars to Circus Historical Society) $ 





Special dietary needs? None[] Gluten free[] Kosher[] Vegetarian[] Other[]Specify 


Cancellation Policy 





Cancellation request submitted before June 18, full refund. 

Cancellation request submitted after June 18, full refund Mail completed registration form 
less $25.00 processing fee. with check or money order: 

Cancellation requests submitted after July 9 or no show, 


NO REFUND. Circus Historical Society 


c/o Robert Cline 
2707 Zoar Road 
Cheraw, SC 29520-4133 


Questions? Assistance? 





Address all convention questions, assistance or special 





requests to: 








circushistoricalsociety@gmail.com 











Circus Historical Society 
2018 Annual Convention 
July 18-21, 2018 


Four long railroad trains hauling Ringling Bros. World's 
Greatest Shows departed from Baraboo, Wisconsin in the 
spring of 1918, some to support the indoor opener at the 
Chicago Coliseum on April 20, with the remainder depart 
ing for the under-canvas debut at St. Louis on May 7. They 
never returned to Baraboo, going to Bridgeport at the end 
of the season, emerging the next year as Ringling Bros. and 
Barnum & Bailey Combined Shows, the Greatest Show on 
Earth. 

A century later, on July 18-21, 2018, the Circus His 
torical Society will stage an annual ritual by convening its 
national convention in Baraboo, Local institutions and res 
idents are ardently looking forward to hosting the meeting 
and making possible an event that will be remembered for 
many years. 

Convention check-in commences at noon, Wednesday, 
uly 18, in the Clarion Hotel lobby, continuing through 5:00 





>M. Late arrivals can also garner their registration packets 
on the following day. Plan to arrive early to take advantage 


of included arrival day afternoon activities. A separate, ad 





ditional charge will be incurred at registration time for the 
iistoric circus homes tour. Details could not be finalized by 
publication deadline. 

The abundant circus history, heritage and legacy pres 


ent in the city will be celebrated over a span of four days. The 





reart of the assembly will be four sessions of presentations 





on Thursday and Friday, July 19" and 20". One will focus 
on local and Wisconsin circus history. Another will be on 
women of the circus, with a largely female slate of present 


ers. Two panel discussions are currently being planned, one 


whereby managers of the largest publicly-accessible collec 


tions will make attendees aware of the latest developments 
and acquisitions. 

You'll hear about the 1933 RBBB Golden Anniversary 
engagement and the back story to it. See the day’s events 
captured in the film made by trapeze great Alfredo Codona! 
The balancing act of simultaneously being a globe of death 
rider, wife and mother will be related by another presenter. 
Tall tales of Texas circus lore is another prospect, along with 
a peek into the organizing of the 1910 Adam Forepaugh & 
Sells Bros. Enormous Shows United sideshow. In total, the 


sessions will be a diverse and interesting agenda of new and 


unique works that advance understanding and interpreta 
tion of circus history. 

Local flavor features include a special tour of the re 
cently restored and truly resplendent Al. Ringling Theatre, 
America’s oldest and among the most elegant of motion 
picture palaces. A tour of multiple circus proprietor homes, 
several never before available to public access, is also being 
arranged. Registrants can also take part in a tour of the lo 
cal cemetery, using a newly produced guidebook. 
Registrants will receive a ticket to Circus World Muse 
um that will serve as an entry pass to the world-class attrac 
tion throughout the duration of the event. The Thursday, 
July 19, Baraboo Concert on the Square will feature a rain 
or shine performance by Prof. Gerald Stich’s Circus Band. 
The annual convention program and banquet will be 
held on Friday evening, the 20", the agenda including spe 
cial recognitions, the much-anticipated awarding of the an 
nual Stuart Thayer Prize and a very special guest spea 
Baraboos Big Top Circus Parade & Circus Celebration 
will roll through the street on Saturday morning, July 21 


starting precisely at 11:00 AM. The middle of the day is at 





will, time to visit the museum, fellowship, or to take advan 
tage of local attractions. The annual CHS Benefit Auction, 
a rollicking happy event with rare and unusual gems at bar 


gain prices, will be held on Saturday evening. 





Members and others desiring to donate materials for 
sale at the auction can bring them with them to the regis 
tration table, or transfer them after arrival. Those planning 
to ship parcels of auction items in advance are requested to 
first send a notice to circushistoricalsociety@gmail.com. 

Baraboo is a modest-size, safe community in largely 


agricultural and picturesque south-central Wisconsin. 





There is little traffic, no parking issues of consequence, and 


the locals are pretty friendly folks that are more than will 





ing to help visitors. Remember, the nascent state legislature 
adjourned in the 1840s to patronize one of the first menag 


eries to tour the state. Badgers love visitors! ‘The closest air 





ports are Madison, Milwaukee and Rockford, IL. The closest 
Amtrak stops are at Wisconsin Dells and Portage. Check in 
advance for the best method to reach the city from your ar 
rival point. There is local taxi service in Baraboo, at modest 
rates. Driving access is via Interstate 90-94 and other state 
highways. Members with vehicles will usually be happy to 
carpool and give rides, the distances between various activ 
ity locations being only for the heartiest of walkers. 

CHS conventions are enriching and engaging events. 
Enjoy the one in 2018 even more by your participation in 


the program, or by volunteering to serve in the daily opera 





tions. Assistance is always welcome. 
Address all convention questions, assistance or special 
requests to: circushistoricalsociety@gmail.com or call 608- 


356-1030 during normal business hours (CST). 


Those registrants desiring to accomplish research at 
the Circus World Museum library are urged to make their 
own arrangements directly with Pete Shrake, Archivist, at 
608-356-8341 or pshrake@circusworldmuseum.com. Pete 
is wearing several hats during convention time and library 


hours will be truncated from their normal operation. 


Cancellation Policy 


« Cancellation request submitted before June 18, full 
refund. 
« Cancellation request submitted after June 18, full re- 


fund less $25.00 processing fee. 





« Cancellation requests submitted after July 9 or no 
show, NO REFUND. 


Hotel 


Book your reservation now at the Clarion Hotel; 





626 West Pine Street; Baraboo, Wisconsin, 53913, 


war 


Ringlingville, Baraboo, WI 


telephone 608-356-6422. With two queen-size beds 
per room, the rate is $129.00 per night ($143.84 total 
with fees and taxes). Reservations should be made di- 
rectly with the hotel (not through the Clarion website 
or reservation center). Tell the reservation desk that 
you request the Circus Historical Society room block 
to receive the specified rate. Room reservation cut-off 
date is June 1. Rooms are limited, immediate reserva- 


tions are recommended. 
Convention Check-in 


Convention check-in commences at Noon, 
Wednesday, July 18, in the Clarion Hotel lobby. Plan 
to arrive early to take advantage of included arrival 
day afternoon activities. A separate, additional mod- 
est charge will be incurred at check-in time for the his- 


toric circus homes tour, if you desire to participate. 
Questions? Assistance? 
Address all convention questions, assistance or 


special requests to circushistoricalsociety@ gmail.com 


The Registration Form can also be 
found online at www.circushistory.org 
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May All Your Days Be Circus Days 


